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Every Samoan who lives [their] culture speaks to the dead. The dialogue between the 
living and the dead is the essence of a Samoan spiritual being. It is this dialogue that 
provides the substance and direction to [their] life.  
Su’ esu’ e Manogi. 
 
The Master of Fine Arts project, both visual and textual is based on an exploration into 
my Samoan heritage, focusing on the traditional practice of malu (female tattoo) and 
extending that into a theory of relationships and nurture	   - Va. I investigate how these 
ancient rituals embody culture in a traditional sense and in particular how the crossover 
of those meanings and symbols can act as a vehicle for contemporary subjective 
expression in a western urban context. Specifically I focus on ideas such as belonging, 
protection, suffering, and resilience and on-going negotiations between internal and 
external realities that in essence help to create both individual and collective identities. 
This master of fine arts project also speaks to the reality of living within and between 
two cultures. The studio work also holds within it emotional and cultural perceptions of 
life and death. I see my practice as a type of performance taking place close to the 
furnace, in the workshop and the studio, inside my body - a ritualistic branding that 
leaves more than a trace, more of a scarring. However there is the possibility of 
transformation through this action as there is in all woundings.  In all rituals there is 
memorialisation and this is true of my work. 
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         Introduction	  
 The	  history	  of	  the	  Samoan	  tatau	  (tattoo)	  and	  in	  particular	  the	  customary	  women’s	  full	  body	   tatau	  –	   the	  malu	   -­‐	   and	   the	   subsequent	   recontextualizing	  of	   this	  ancient	  practice	  in	  a	  contemporary	  western	  urban	  setting	  uses	  the	  knowledge	  of	  a	  number	  of	  writers/scholars	  and	  tufuga	  ta	  tatau	  (master	  hand	  tap	  tattooists)	  to	  inform	  the	  interconnected	   Chapters	   1	   and	   2.	   	   They	   will	   include	   the	   thinking	   of	   both	   Su’a	  Sulu’ape	  Paulo	  II	  and	  Su’a	  Peter	  Sulu’ape	  who	  are	  descendants	  of	  the	  Su’a	  family	  of	  Faleulupo’o,	  one	  of	  two	  family	  guilds	  that	  are	  the	  custodians	  of	  Samoan	  tatau.	  This	  research	  will	  also	  use	  the	  work	  of	  Sean	  Mallon,	  Senior	  Curator	  of	  History/	  Pacific	  at	  Museum	  of	  New	  Zealand	  Te	  Papa	  Tongarewa	  and	  author	  of	  Samoan	  Art	  &	  Artists/O	  
Measina	  a	  Samoa	  as	  well	  as	  Albert	  Wendt’s	  essay	  Tatauing	  the	  Post-­‐Colonial	  Body	  on	  the	  history	  and	  meanings	  of	  the	  full	  body	  tatau	  -­‐	  pe’a/malofie	  and	  malu.	   	  Both	  chapters	   document	   the	   often	   fraught	   ways	   in	   which	   the	   malu	   is	   seen,	   and	   is	  discussed	   through	   the	   lens	   of	   gendered	   expectations.	   Chapter	   1	   looks	   at	   the	  origins,	  descriptions	  and	  historical	  accounts	  of	  the	  malu/tatau.	   	  Chapter	  2	  will	  be	  informed	  by	  a	  number	  of	  blog/internet	  sites	  containing	  an	  international	  forum	  of	  current	   responses,	   debate	   and	   lively	  discussions.	   Its	   focus	   is	   on	  how	   the	   current	  malu	  is	  represented,	  viewed	  and	  revealed	  by	  Samoan	  women	  living	  both	  in	  Samoa	  and	  the	  Samoan	  diaspora.	  	  The	  significance	  of	  these	  two	  chapters	  lies	  in	  fact	  that	  whilst	  there	  is	  an	  immense	  amount	   of	   information	   and	   documentation	   pertaining	   to	   the	   Samoan	   male	   full	  body	   tatau	   –	   colloquially	   known	   as	   pe’a	   (male	   tattoo),	   the	   Samoan	  women’s	   full	  body	   tatau	   –	   malu	   has	   largely	   been	   overlooked	   both	   historically	   and	   in	  contemporary	  discourse.	  	  Early	  ethnographic	  accounts,	  only	  briefly	  mentioned	  the	  	  malu	  and	  it	  was	  not	  categorized	  as	  tatau.	  1	  Although	  Sean	  Mallon	  writes	  that	  “the	  importance	   and	   significance	   of	   the	   malu	   is	   constantly	   being	   renegotiated”-­‐he	  barely	  elaborates	  on	  how	  or	  why	  this	  may	  be	  so.	  “2	  	  Because	   the	   specialized	  practice	   of	   tatau/malu	  belongs	   to	   two	   family	   guilds	   Su’a	  and	  Toulouena,	   it	   is	   therefore	   considered	   an	  honor	   and	   a	   gift	   from	   the	   tufuga,	   a	  man	  –	  to	  receive	  a	  tatau/malu.	  In	  this	  context	  it	  is	  important	  to	  understand	  that	  he	  retains	   ownership	   of	   the	   designs.	   	   However	   it	   is	   Samoan	   women	   who	   are	   the	  representatives	  of	  malu	  and	  that	   they	  are	  carrying	   this	  evolving	  cultural	  practice	  forward.	  Without	   the	  bodies	  of	  women,	   the	  malu	  would	  not	  exist,	   therefore	   their	  voices	  must	  be	  heard	  and	  taken	  into	  critical	  account.	  	  	  	  Samoa	   has	   an	   oral	   history	   and	   is	   passed	   down	   through	   story,	   song	   and	   dance	   –	  there	  are	  multiple	  accounts	  of	  the	  same	  story	  –	  depending	  on	  which	  aiga	  (family)	  from	  which	  village	  tells	  it.	  	  	  It	  needs	  to	  be	  said	  clearly	  that	  all	  accounts	  are	  relevant.	  	  As	   Albert	  Wendt	   aptly	   asserts	   “All	   history	   is	   constructed	   and	   depends	   on	  who’s	  constructing	  it.	  You	  can	  construct	  it	  from	  written	  evidence	  and	  you	  can	  construct	  it	  from	  oral	  evidence”	  “	  there	  is	  nothing	  wrong	  with	  different	  people	  giving	  their	  own	  individual	  versions	  of	  oral	  traditions	  in	  Samoa.	  It	  has	  always	  been	  that	  way”.3	  
                                                
1 Sean Mallon, “Tufuga Tatatau: Master Tattooist” Samoan Art & Artists: O Measina a Samoa.(Secondary source) 
(Hawaii: University of Hawaii Press, 2002) 111.   
2 ibid 
3 Albert, Wendt. Samoan Tatau part 4, Lecture by T.V SAMOA in Hawaii. April 1997  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Za1BpK3qBY [Accessed June 2, 2013)    
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  Chapters	   3	   investigates	   five	   contemporary	   artists	   of	   Samoan	   heritage	   living	   in	  Samoa	  and	  diaspora	  communities	  such	  as	  Australia	  and	  New	  Zealand.	  The	  artists	  are	   Tufuga	   Tatatau	   Su’a	   Peter	   Sulu’ape,	   photographer	   Greg	   Semu,	   multi-­‐media/sculptor	   Niki	   Hastings-­‐McFall,	   choreographer/performance	   artist	   Lemi	  Ponifasio	   and	   poet/performance	   artist	   Tusiata	   Avia.	   These	   artists	   are	   variously	  resident	  in	  New	  Zealand,	  Australia	  and	  Samoa	  and	  have	  shown	  or	  published	  their	  work	  in	  local,	  national	  and	  international	  venues.	  These	  artists	  provided	  me	  with	  a	  context	   and	   imaginative	   community	   in	   which	   to	   situate	   my	   own	   practice	   and	  thinking.	  They	  engage	  with	  issues	  such	  as	  preservation	  and	  development	  of	  culture	  through	   their	   artistic	   practices,	   the	   liminal	   spaces	   occupied	   by	   people	   of	   mixed	  heritage,	   gender	   politics	   and	   the	   “interplay	   between	   historical,	   personal	   and	  artistic	  worlds.”4	  It	   is	  essential	   for	  me	   to	   focus	  exclusively	  on	  Samoan	  artists	  and	  writers,	  especially	   in	   the	  European	  dominated	  arts	  discourse	  of	  Australia,	   for	   the	  purposes	  of	  this	  paper.	  	  	  Chapter	  4	  documents	  the	  various	  processes	  that	  have	  culminated	  in	  several	  bodies	  of	  work	   over	   two	   and	   a	   half	   years	   -­‐	  Love-­‐Stretch,	  Long-­‐Stretch,	   Solve	   et	  Coagula,	  
Descent	  and	  Umbra.	  An	  associated	  work	  is	  literally	  inscribed	  and	  performed	  on	  my	  body	   -­‐	   the	  malu.	   I	  detail	   the	  cultural	  expectations	  and	  methodologies	   involved	   in	  receiving	   this	   tatau	   in	   Samoa	   in	  March,	   2014.	   It	   describes	   a	   body	   of	  work	  made	  prior	   to	   travelling	   to	   Samoa	   and	  how	   that	  was	   a	  preparation	   for	  undergoing	   the	  tatau.	  The	  intersections	  between	  my	  own	  studio	  work	  and	  the	  malu	  are	  explored	  within	  in	  the	  Samoan	  concept	  of	  Va-­‐	  the	  rich	  relational	  realm	  that	  is	  in-­‐between,	  a	  
liminal	   space.	  This	   chapter	   in	   particular	   charts	   the	   transformations	   both	   within	  myself	  and	  in	  the	  studio	  work	  as	  a	  result	  of	  my	  research	  and	  experiences.	  	  
                                                
4 Queensland Art Gallery, Unnerved: The New Zealand Project. (Queensland Art Gallery 2010), 136 
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Chapter One: Ancestral	  Imprint:	  	  A	  description	  and	  history	  of	  the	  
ancient	  practice	  of	  Samoan	  tatau/malu-­‐	  women’s	  tattoo.	  	  	  The	  following	  section	  describes	  the	  visual	  appearance	  and	  meaning	  of	  the	  malu.	  I	  will	  describe	  the	  ritual	  of	  receiving	  the	  malu	  and	  how	  that	  connects	  to	  my	  studio	  work	  in	  Chapter	  four.	  Although	  the	  origin	  of	   the	  English	  word	   tattoo	   is	  derived	   from	  the	  Samoan	  word	  tatau	  these	  two	  seemingly	  similar	  practices	  couldn’t	  be	  further	  apart	   in	  meaning.	  In	  my	  opinion	   the	  western	   tattoo	   is	   a	   superficial	   version	  of	   the	   Samoan	   tatau	   in	  that	  it’s	  often	  a	  quick	  occasion	  where	  one	  walks	  in	  and	  walks	  out	  as	  if	  in	  a	  fast-­‐food	  outlet.	  The	  chosen	  image	  may	  indeed	  have	  meaning	  as	  my	  western-­‐style	  tattoos	  do	  but	   it	   is	  an	   individual	  experience	  and	  one	  that	  posits	  a	  certain	  rebellion	  to	  main-­‐stream	  western	  culture.	  It	  usually	  holds	  an	  entirely	  subjective	  meaning.	  It	  does	  not	  hold	  the	  cultural	  and	  shared	  significance	  of	  tatau/malu	  that	  is	  in	  essence	  a	  service	  to	  your	  family	  and	  community	  as	  well	  as	  linking	  with	  the	  tufuga	  and	  ancestral	  her-­‐itage.	  Furthermore	  the	  technique	  and	  tool	  kit	  of	  hand-­‐tapped	  tatau	  is	  an	  entirely	  differ-­‐ent	   process	   and	   experience	   to	   the	  western	  machine	  method	   in	   that	   the	  western	  tattooing	  gun	  deposits	   ink	  one	   layer	  beneath	   the	  skin	  and	   the	  Samoan	  au’(tattoo	  combs)	  places	   the	   ink	   three	   layers	  underneath	   the	  skin.	  This	   further	   imprints	   its	  indelibility.	   The	   significant	   difference	   between	   western	   and	   Samoan	   tattooing	  method	  is	  in	  the	  fact	  that	  a	  tufuga’s	  work	  is	  a	  way	  of	  life.	  It	  is	  an	  ever-­‐evolving	  con-­‐tinuation	  of	  his	  ancestral	  knowledge,	  and	  indeed	  a	  preservation	  and	  evolvement	  of	  mainstream	  Samoan	  culture.	  Su’a	  Peter	  Sulu’ape	  explains	  “A	  tufuga	  embraces	  tra-­‐ditional	  Samoan	  tattooing	  in	  its	  totality.	  It	  is	  more	  than	  just	  a	  profession;	  it	  is	  a	  way	  of	  life.	  The	  Samoan	  cultural	  values	  and	  traditions	  dictate	  the	  role	  of	  a	  tufuga	  in	  his	  immediate	  and	  extended	   family,	   as	   a	  member	  of	  his	   community,	   and	   the	  way	  he	  represents	  and	  carries	  himself	  here	  at	  home	  as	  well	  as	  in	  the	  international	  tattoo-­‐ing	  arena.”1	  The	  women’s	  tatau	  is	  named	  malu	  and	  starts	  just	  below	  the	  knees	  and	  ends	  at	  the	  upper	  thighs.	   It	   is	  often	  described	  as	   lace-­‐like.	   It	   is	  comprised	  of	  ancient	  text-­‐like	  symbols	   commonly	   inscribed	   in	  neat	  vertical	   columns.	   	  The	  symbols	   refer	   to	   im-­‐portant	  aspects	  of	   the	  Samoan	  environment,	   community	  and	  culture.	  The	  central	  motif	  being	  the	  malu	  from	  which	  the	  female	  tatau	  takes	  its	  name	  and	  is	  the	  key	  mo-­‐tif	  exclusive	   to	   female	   tatau.	  By	  general	  consensus	   the	  main	  meaning	  ascribed	   to	  the	  malu	  is	  that	  of-­‐being	  shaded	  or	  being	  protected.	  It	  has	  secondary	  connotations,	  as	  spoken	  of	  by	  Samoan	  scholar	  Albert	  Wendt,	  of	  coolness	  and	  softness,	  as	  well	  as	  indicating	  the	  action	  of	  softening.	  
                                                
1 Interview with Samoan hand tap tattooist Su’a Peter Suluape Part 1 (2003), 
http://tautalatala.com/news/2013/ink-art-tattoo/interview-samoan-hand-tap-tattooist-sua-peter-suluape-part-i [Ac-
cessed March 18 2014] 
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(Fig.1) Malu detail.  Photo: Belinda Johnstone. 2014 	  
 Su’a	   Peter	   Sulu’ape,	   as	   previously	   noted	   a	   contemporary	   Tufuga	   Tatau,(	   master	  hand-­‐tap	  tattooist)	  explains	  the	  meaning	  and	  significance	  of	  malu	  as	  follows:	  	   The	  malu	  and	  its	  designs	  generally	  reflect	  the	  role	  of	  the	  Samoan	  wom-­‐en	  in	  her	  family,	  community,	  and	  society	  as	  a	  whole.	  It	  depicts	  her	  role	  as	  the	  feminine	  presence	  in	  a	  Samoan	  family	  and	  the	  sacredness	  of	  that	  role,	  her	  role	  as	  the	  peacemaker,	  protector,	  and	  nurturer,	  and	  her	  role	  as	  the	  guiding	  light	  to	  positive	  outcomes	  for	  her	  family,	  community	  and	  society.	  There	  are	  no	  dedicated	  designs	  to	  specific	   families	  or	  villages.	  Like	  the	  tatau	  for	  the	  men,	  there	  are	  set	  designs	  for	  the	  malu.	  The	  use,	  
 12 
interpretation,	  and	  arrangement	  of	  the	  various	  designs	  and	  patterns	  are	  decided	  by	  the	  tufuga.	  	  In	  1998	  the	  late	  Su’a	  Sulu’ape	  Paulo	  II,	  perhaps	  the	  most	  well-­‐known	  tufuga	  ta	  ta-­‐tau	   shares	   this	   detailed	   definition	   of	   the	   structure	   and	  meaning	   of	  malu	  motifs.	  This	  explanation	  both	  relates	  to	  standard	  malu	  designs	  as	  well	  as	  being	  specific	  to	  his	  particular	  work:	  	  	   	  Malu	   in	   the	   context	   of	   Samoan	   tatau	   -­‐	   this	   term	   means	   shel-­‐ter/protected.	  The	  lines	  of	  the	  malu	  represent	  the	  four	  areas	  of	  the	  fale	  (house)	  where	  different	  guests	  are	  seated.	  There	  is	  an	  area	  for	  the	  ali’i	  (chief)	   of	   the	   host	   village,	   the	   ali’i	   	   of	   the	   	   visiting	   village.	   The	   tule-­‐fale(orator)and	   finally	   the	   taupou	   (chiefly	   young	   women).	   This	   motif	  appears	   behind	   the	   knee	   and	   if	   two	  malu	   are	   present	   it	   indicates	   the	  wearer’s	  link	  to	  royalty.	  2	  	  
	  	  
         (Fig. 2) Malu process, Stevie Fieldsend, Photo: Moria Paul, 2014. 
 
                                                
2 Sean Mallon, “Tufuga Tatatau: The Master Tattooists” Samoan Art & Artists: O Measina a Samoa. (Hawaii: Uni-
versity of Hawaii Press, 2002) 117. 
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  The	  specific	  markings	  of	  the	  tatau	  have	  associations	  with	  various	  objects	  as	  well	  as	  sea	  creatures,	  stars,	  insects,	  birds	  and	  other	  animals.	  It	  is	  important	  to	  realise	  that	  these	   are	  not	   literal	   representations	  but	   each	   sequence	   of	  marks	   is	   a	   condensed	  constellation	  of	  meaning	  and	  relationship.	  	  The	  malu	  as	  a	  whole	  appears	  rather	  like	  a	  orderly	  arrangement	  of	  astronomical	  markers,	  or	  perhaps	  like	  old	  pacific	  naviga-­‐tion	  aids,	  it	  charts	  the	  past	  and	  possible	  futures	  for	  a	  woman’s	  movement	  through	  life.	  	  	  This	  is	  not	  the	  place	  for	  a	  discussion	  of	  how	  patterns	  arise	  in	  each	  culture	  but	  it	  is	  critical	   to	   fully	   understand	   that	   the	   deep	   and	   ancient	   significance	   of	  motifs	   and	  their	  development	  is	  often	  quite	  opaque	  in	  the	  modern	  world.	  In	  fact	  patterning	  is	  often	  dismissed	  as	  only	  decoration	  with	  no	  significance	  except	  as	  visual	  delight	  or	  trivial	  embellishment.	  	  	  Below	  is	  a	  list	  of	  some	  of	  the	  types	  and	  placements	  of	  tatau	  inscriptions:	  tali	  malu	  –	  the	  area	  below	  the	  malu	  motif	  itself.	  The	  wider	  this	  area	  of	  decoration,	  the	  higher	  ranked	  the	  women	  is.	  	  fusi	  –	  this	  is	  the	  row	  of	  symbols	  at	  the	  top	  of	  the	  thigh.	  When	  the	  fusi	  is	  completed	  it	  is	  testimony	  to	  the	  patience	  and	  endurance	  of	  the	  women.	  fa’alanuma’aveave	  –	  the	  front	  of	  the	  thigh	  can	  be	  designed	  in	  any	  manner,	  but	  the	  rest	   of	   the	  design	   always	   comprises	   the	   following	  parts.	   Back	  of	   the	   thigh:	   tasks	  and	   obligations	   inside	   the	   house.	   Outer	   thigh:	   tasks	   and	   obligations	   outside	   the	  house.	   Inner	   thigh:	   obligations	   to	   the	   women’s	   council,	   work	   and	   tasks	   such	   as	  weaving.3	  ‘Alu	  ‘Alu	  –	  jellyfish	  Fa‘anufe	  –	  worm	  or	  caterpillar	  -­‐represents	  movement	  -­‐	  one	  of	  the	  oldest	  known	  motifs.	  Fa‘aveau	  –	  starfish	  -­‐	  represents	  protection.	  Fa’afetu	  –	  star,	  representing	  wisdom	  malu	  –	  tatau	  only	  worn	  by	  women	  gogo	  –	  tern-­‐represents	  freedom	  and	  direction.	  vae’ali	  –	  legs	  of	  a	  bamboo	  headrest	  Fa’a	  muli’ali’ao	  –	  the	  pointed	  end	  of	  shellfish	  Fa’a	  atualoa	  -­‐	  millipede4	  	  	  There	  are	  various	  legends,	  myths	  and	  views	  on	  the	  origins	  of	  the	  malu/tatau.	  Be-­‐cause	  of	  a	   lack	  of	  documented	  scholarship	  and	  investigation	  in	  this	  area	  I	  see	  my	  contribution	  as	  a	  starting	  point.	  I	  have	  used	  the	  knowledge	  of	  two	  Samoan	  scholars	  as	  well	  as	  the	  brief	  references	  in	  European	  historical	  texts.	  Su’a	  Peter	  Sulu’ape	  shares	  his	  theory	  of	  the	  origin	  of	  malu/tatau	  given	  in	  an	  inter-­‐view	  in	  2013	  (Tautalatala.com/news).	  	  	  The	  theory	  I	  believe	  is	  the	  one	  that	  has	  been	  instilled	  in	  me	  by	  my	  fa-­‐ther;	   that	   is,	   the	   art	   of	   tattooing	  was	  brought	   to	   the	   islands	  when	   the	  first	  settlers	  arrived,	  these	  were	  the	  first	  Polynesians	  to	  land	  on	  Samoan	  soil.	  These	  indigenous	  settlers	  brought	  the	  art	  and	  it	  was	  practiced	  over	  the	  years	  but	  for	  some	  reason	  over	  a	  particular	  time	  period,	  interest	  in	  the	  art	  declined	  and	  the	  practice	  eventually	  lapsed.	  The	  last	  set	  of	  tools	  
                                                
3 ibid 
4 ibid 
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was	  left	  behind	  in	  the	  Manu’a	  Islands	  with	  the	  family	  of	  Tagaloa	  and	  it	  is	  the	   Tagaloa	   clan	   whereby	   the	   girls	   brought	   the	   tools	   –	   from	   Fitiuta,	  Manu’a	  –	  to	  Samoa	  (i	  Sisifo).5	  	  
 
 
          
(Fig. 3)’ Tatau tools’ Museum of New Zealand:Te Papa Tongarewa 
 Sean	  Mallon	  writes	  in	  his	  book	  Samoan Art  & Artists/O Measina a Samoa, The	  origins	  of	  Samoan	  tatau	  motifs	  can	  be	  traced	  back	  to	  around	  1500	  BC,	   to	   the	   early	   ancestors	   of	   the	   Polynesian	   people.	   At	   this	   time	   the	  peoples	   of	   the	   Pacific	  were	  making	   distinctive	   decorated	   pottery	   that	  archaeologist	  call	  Lapita	  ware	  (its	  authentic	  name	  is	  xapeta’a,	  and	  was	  misheard	  by	  archaeologists)	  The	  designs	  and	  motifs	   found	  on	   this	  an-­‐cient	   pottery	   relate	   directly	   to	   those	   present	   in	   ‘tatau’	   and	   barkcloth	  decoration.6 Although	   some	   motifs	   link	   back	   to	   Xapet’a-­‐Lapita	   ware,	   others	   are	   more	  modern	  as	  well	  as	  being	  specific	  to	  the	  particular	  tufuga	  tatatau’s	  that	  modify	  and	  introduce	  new	  designs.	  	  	  Whilst	  these	  patterns	  symbolize	  certain	  animals,	  plants	   and	  objects	   are	  beautiful	  within	   themselves	   it	   is	   critical	   to	  be	  aware	  that	  they	  all	  have	  an	  important	  meaning	  and	  usefulness	  in	  Samoan	  life.	  It	  is	  unknown	  exactly	  when	  the	  tatauing	  of	  females	  originated	  and	  throughout	  my	  research,	  a	  number	  of	  sources	  state	  that	  the	  general	  consensus	  is	  that	  both	  histori-­‐cally	  and	  traditionally	  only	  taupou	  (daughter	  of	  high	  chief)	  were	  recipients	  of	  ma-­‐lu.	  	  
                                                
5 Interview with Samoan hand tap tattooist Su’a Peter Suluape Part 1 (2003), 
http://tautalatala.com/news/2013/ink-art-tattoo/interview-samoan-hand-tap-tattooist-
sua-peter-suluape-part-i [Accessed March 18 2014] 
 
6 Sean Mallon, “Tufuga Tatatau: The Master Tattooists” Samoan Art & Artists: O 
Measina a Samoa. (Hawaii: University of Hawaii Press, 2002) 114. 
 15 
Su’a	  Peter	  Sulu’ape	  asserts	  “	  It	  was	  traditionally	  reserved	  for	  the	  daughters	  of	  high	  chiefs	  but	  just	  like	  tatau,	  it	  has	  also	  evolved	  over	  time	  to	  become	  the	  mark	  of	  pride	  and	  identity	  as	  a	  Samoan	  women.”7	  Several	  sources	  suggest	  that	  the	  malu	  was	  primarily	  created	  to	  decorate	  the	  pale	  legs	  of	  a	  prominent	  taupou	  and	  had	  no	  special	  significance.	  These	  accounts	  are	  ra-­‐ther	  facile	  given	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  motifs	  are	  representative	  of	  aiga(family),	  service	  to	  the	  community,	  genealogy,	  cultural	  customs	  and	  Samoan	  environment.	   	  Wendt	  declares	   that	   “the	   tatau	   and	   the	  malu	   are	   not	   just	   beautiful	   decoration,	   they	   are	  scripts/texts/testimonies	  to	  do	  with	  relationships,	  order,	  form	  and	  so	  on.	  “8	  
 	  
 (Fig,	  4)	  Samoan	  Taupo.	  Date	  unknown.	  
 
   	  	  	  	  	  	  
                                                
7 ibid 
8  Albert Wendt, “Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body.” Originally published in Span 42-43 (April-October 1996): 15-
29. http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/wendt/tatauing.asp (Accessed September 15, 2013) 
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  Chapter	  Two:	  Revelations	  of	  Malu:	  Contemporary	  conversations	  
about	  what	  can	  &	  cannot	  be	  seen.	  	  	  This	  chapter	  seeks	  to	  explore	  ideas	  about	  what	  can	  and	  cannot	  be	  seen	  and	  more	  importantly	  why,	   in	   regard	   to	   the	   tattoo	   that	   is	   etched	   on	   the	   Samoan	  woman’s	  upper	   legs.	   	   It	   also	   sets	   the	   context	   in	   which	   ideas	   about	   concealment	   and	  revelation	   are	   argued.	   The	   ritual	   of	   tatau	   marks	   the	   body	   permanently,	   visibly	  linking	   those	   bodies	   forever	   to	   Samoa	   and	   its	   people.	   	   Customary	   tatau,	   like	   all	  rituals,	  seeks	  to	  regulate	  human	  behaviour	  and	  relationships	  to	  other	  individuals,	  the	  community	  and	  environment.	   It’s	  also	  about	  the	  rights	  and	  responsibilities	  of	  an	  individual	  in	  relation	  to	  the	  collective.	  	  It	  is	  now	  apparent	  both	  within	  Samoa	  and	  the	  Samoan	  Diaspora,	  that	  a	  wide-­‐range	  of	   views	   on	   the	   import	   and	   implications	   of	   the	   female	   tatau	   is	   evolving	   rapidly.	  These	   changing	   views	   are	   particularly	   vibrant	   within	   the	   dynamic	   on-­‐line	  conversations	   happening	   between	   Samoan	   women	   today.	   Particularly	   by	   the	  diasporic	  community	  where	  local	  customs	  and	  ways	  of	  living	  have	  altered	  having	  come	  into	  contact	  with	  other	  cultures	  and	  technologies	  or	  simply	  do	  not	  apply	  due	  to	   being	   raised	   by	   a	   non-­‐Samoan	   parent.	   It	   is	   these	   conversations	   -­‐	   both	  within	  Samoa	  itself,	  and	  internationally-­‐	  that	  I	  wish	  to	  highlight	  in	  this	  chapter.	  	  Due	  to	  the	  scarce	  and	  repetitive	  nature	  of	  formal	  information	  available	  regarding	  malu,	  barely	  a	  trickle	  -­‐	   I	  have	  set	  out	  to	  bring	  forth	  the	  voices	  of	  Samoan	  women	  who	  are	  talking	  and	  thinking	  about	  this	  ancient	  and	  contemporary	  ritual.	  	  Although	  many	  of	  these	   interpretations	  are	  anecdotal	  and	  without	  what	  maybe	  considered	  scholarly	  prestige,	  they	  do	  provide	  a	  female	  perspective	  which	  is	  generally	  missing	  as	   well	   as	   documenting	   evidence	   of	   the	   processes	   of	   changing	   attitudes.	   	   This	  chapter,	  then	  uses	  these	  unmediated	  female	  voices	  as	  a	  type	  of	  ‘oral/blog	  history’.	  It	  also	  sets	  up	  an	  initial	  basis	  for	  these	  voices	  to	  be	  further	  thought	  about	  in	  future	  academic	  and	  art	  historical	  forums.	  	  	  As	   I	  alluded	   to	   in	  Chapter	  1	   the	  meaning	  of	  acquiring	  and	  wearing	   the	  malu	  are	  many	  and	  varied,	  although	  they	  mainly	  seem	  to	  gather	  under	  what	  could	  be	  called	  an	   identity	   marker:	   a	   loyalty	   to	   their	   fa’asamoa	   (samoan	   way	   of	   life);	   a	  preservation	  of	   culture,	   claiming	   and	  being	   claimed	  by	  one’s	   heritage;	   a	  mark	  of	  strength	  and	  resilience	  –	  an	  initiation;	  a	  passport	  to	  serving	  in	  official	  duties	  of	  the	  matai,	   claiming	  one’s	   status;	   a	   link	   to	  one’s	  genealogy,	   a	   connector	   to	   family	  and	  land	   titles;	  a	   rebirth;	  a	  connection	   to	  one’s	  ancestors;	   “the	  wrapping,	   sealing	  and	  defence	  of	  the	  body.”1	  and	  essentially	  service	  to	  family	  and	  the	  community.”2	  	  	  	  The	   fact	   is	  when	  a	  Samoan,	   female	  or	  male,	  acquires	  a	   tatau	  they	  both	  claim	  and	  become	   claimed	   by	   their	   culture	   as	   Juniper	   Ellis	   says	   in	   her	   book.	  Tattooing	   the	  
World.	  Wendt	   puts	   this	   same	   thought	   in	   another	  way:	   “the	   art	   of	   tatau-­‐ing	   –	   or	  more	  correctly,	  the	  way-­‐of-­‐life	  that	  is	  tatau-­‐ing.”3	  In	  other	  words	  life	  is	  inseparable	  from	   tatau	   and	   is	   a	   cultural	   everyday	   norm.	   	   Everybody	   has	   an	   opinion	   and	   in	  Samoa	   is	   often	   the	   subject	   of	   national	   news.	   In	   2013,	   for	   example,	   Penelope	  Fepulea’i	  who	   lives	   in	  Brisbane	  returned	   to	  her	  homeland,	  Samoa,	  at	  18	  years	  of	  
                                                            1	  Sean	  Mallon,	  ,	  “Tufuga	  Tatatau:	  The	  Master	  Tattooists”	  Samoan	  Art	  &	  Artists:	  O	  Measina	  a	  Samoa.	  (Hawaii:	  2	  ibid	  3	  Albert	  Wendt,	  “Tatauing	  the	  Post-­‐Colonial	  Body.”	  Originally	  published	  in	  Span	  42-­‐43	  (April-­‐October	  1996):	  15-­‐29.	  http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/wendt/tatauing.asp	  [Accessed	  September	  15,2013]	  
 17 
age	  to	  acquire	  the	  malu	  and	  is	  proudly	  flanked	  by	  her	  family	  on	  the	  front	  page	  of	  the	  newspaper,	  Samoa	  Observer.	  She	  is	  quoted	  as	  saying	  that	  “	  It’s	  a	  must	  for	  any	  Samoan	   lady	   to	   wear	   the	   malu	   and	   understand	   more	   about	   our	   customs	   and	  cultures.	  This	  is	  what	  matters	  most.”4	  	  	  
 (Fig	  5)	  Proud	  Samoans:	  Penelope is flanked by her parents, Machico and Fepulea’i Silila 
Fepulea’i with her younger siblings. Samoan Observer, 2013.	  	  Whether	  it	  is	  regarding	  the	  protocols	  surrounding	  tatau/malu,	  an	  inauguration	  of	  a	  Samoan	  woman	  acquiring	  a	  tatau,	  or	  an	  important	  ceremony	  involving	  tatau/malu	  it	  is	  taken	  very	  seriously.	  	  An	  inability	  to	  speak	  the	  Samoan	  language,	  not	  Samoan	  enough	  (afakasi/mixed	  ethnicity)	  or	  born	  outside	  of	  Samoa	  may	  denote	  whether	  a	  person	  is	  suitable	  to	  undergo	  the	  tatauing	  ritual.	  Similarly	  a	  lack	  of	  understanding	  regarding	  the	  meaning	  and	  significance	  of	  malu	  or	  acquiring	  malu	  primarily	  for	  a	  fashion	  statement	  are	  discussed	  vigorously	  within	  the	  community.	  There	  are	  also	  debates	   about	   the	   flouting	   of	   traditions	   such	   as	   paying	  money	   for	   a	  malu	   or	   not	  being	  a	  high	   chief’s	  daughter.	   	  And	  of	   course	   in	   the	   current	   fashionable	   realm	  of	  urban	  tattoo	  culture	  the	  question	  of	  whether	  or	  not	  a	  palagi	  (European)	  getting	  a	  malu	  is	  right	  and	  proper.	  	  	  Among	   the	   many	   debates	   between	   and	   about	   Samoan	   women	   in	   regard	   to	   the	  acquisition	  and	  wearing	  of	  the	  malu	  is	  the	  question	  of	  concealment	  of	  the	  markings	  and	  the	  related	  issues	  of	  modesty	  or	  lack	  of	  modesty.	  It	  is	  this	  notion	  of	  hiding	  the	  malu	  that	  I	  find	  the	  most	  provocative	  and	  interesting.	  In	  particular	  because	  I	  have	  recently	   acquired	   the	   malu	   and	   I	   dislike	   being	   told	   how	   to	   dress	   particularly	  without	   knowing	   exactly	  why	   -­‐	   yet	   I	  wish	   to	   be	   respectful	   of	   cultural	   protocols.	  Furthermore	   there	   seems	   to	   be	   a	   double	   standard	   in	   relation	   to	   how	   the	   male	  tatau/pe’a	   is	   worn,	   revealed	   and	   viewed.	   Prior	   to	   christian	   missionaries	  enforcement	   of	   their	   values	   and	   rituals	   in	   1830’s	   and	   European	   administration	  that	   the	   tatau	   was	   regarded	   as	   the	   most	   prestigious	   “clothing”	   for	   a	   Samoan	  
                                                            4	  Penelope	  Fepulea’I,	  (Published	  Samoa	  Observer,	  December	  18	  2013)	  http://www.samoaobserver.ws/other/culture/8534-­‐following-­‐ancient-­‐traditions-­‐-­‐the-­‐malu	  [Accessed	  February	  7th,	  2014]	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woman.	   Wendt	   declares	   it	   was	   “the	   most	   desired	   and	   highest-­‐status	   clothing	  anyone	   could	   wear”.5	  	   I	   will	   elaborate	   on	   the	   place	   of	   Christianity	   in	   Samoan	  culture	  later	  in	  this	  chapter.	  	  	  
 	  
(Fig 6) Young Samoan woman with necklace, c. 1890s	  	  Of	  course,	  cultural	  designations	  for	  what	  can	  and	  cannot	  be	  seen	  of	  women’s	  flesh	  is	   not	   confined	   to	   Samoan	   culture.	   It	   is	   almost	   universal,	   both	   in	   historical	   and	  contemporary	  contexts,	  that	  prohibitions	  or	  the	  flouting	  of	  bodily	  restrictions	  are	  centered	  on	  women’s	  bodies	  rather	  than	  men.	  Conventionally	  traditions	  emphasise	  what	   women	   can	   and	   cannot	   do	   with	   their	   bodies	   and	   minds	   (keeping	   them	  private)	  rather	  than	  what	  they	  assuredly	  can	  do	  with	  their	  intellect	  or	  power	  in	  the	  wider	   world.	   It’s	   about	   power	   on	   many	   levels	   -­‐	   individual,	   societal,	   spiritual,	  
                                                            5	  ibid	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religious	   and	  political.	   The	   power	   to	   control	  women’s	   bodies,	   their	   reproductive	  function	  and	  activities	  in	  the	  community	  is	  integral	  to	  all	  patriarchal	  societies	  with	  both	  men	  and	  women	  activating	  and	  regulating	  the	  rules.	  	  Traditionally	  according	  to	  popular	  belief	  the	  malu	  was	  revealed	  only	  when	  dancing	  the	  taualuga	  /siva	  (customary	  samoan	  dance)	  at	   the	  most	   important	  ceremonies,	  where	   the	   taupou	   (high-­‐ranking	   daughter	   of	   high	   chief)	   would	   dress	   in	   such	   a	  manner	  that	  showed	  most	  of	  her	  legs	  exposing	  the	  malu.	  The	  custom	  of	  concealing	  the	  malu	  at	  all	  times	  unless	  dancing	  the	  taualuga	  /siva	  is	  now	  causing	  considerable	  debate	  between	  Samoan	  women	  both	  in	  and	  outside	  of	  Samoa.	  Whether	  it	  was	  the	  malu	  that	  had	  to	  be	  hidden	  or	  rather	  a	  women’s	  body,	  or	  a	  double	  prohibition	  of	  tatau-­‐ed	  women’s	  body	  is	  a	  salient	  issue	  today.	  	  
	  
 
 
(Fig 7) Samoan Woman dancing the siva (traditional Samoan dance) 
 	  	  Various	   questions	   arise	   such	   as:	   why	   are	   females	   traditionally	   required	   to	   hide	  their	   malu	   unless	   performing	   a	   customary	   dance?	   And	   when	   did	   this	   protocol	  originate?	  Why	  is	  it	  acceptable	  for	  Samoan	  men	  to	  pose	  naked	  and	  reveal	  his	  pe’a	  in	  public	  forums	  such	  books,	  the	  internet,	  magazines,	  contemporary	  art	  exhibitions	  and	   postcards	   and	   so	   on?	   	   Yet	   it	   is	   deemed	   by	   many	   to	   be	   unacceptable	   for	   a	  woman	  to	  similarly	  show	  her	  tautau-­‐in	  other	  words	  the	  concealment	  of	  the	  malu	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could	   be	   seen	   as	   analogy	   of	   keeping	  women	   out	   of	   public	   discourse.	   The	  words	  private	  and	  privation	  are	  closely	  related,	  both	  being	  derived	  from	  latin	  meaning,	  to	  separate.	  If	  the	  practice	  of	  tatau	  is	  an	  ever-­‐evolving	  ritual	  that	  is	  specific	  to	  its	  time	  then	  why	  keep	  in	  place	  these	  seemingly	  sexist,	  outmoded	  views	  that	  pertain	  only	  to	   women.	   These	   questions	   are	   argued	   both	   in	   mainstream	   Samoan	   media	   and	  online	  blogs.	  	  	  The	   following	   section	   sets	   out	   to	   document	   some	   of	   the	   dominant	   points	   of	  discussion.	   Sita	   Leota	  writes	   in	  her	   article	  My	  Culture,	  My	  Malu,	   published	   in	   the	  
Samoa	  Observer,	  17	  June	  2012,	   “when	  you	  are	   tattooed	  as	   a	   female,	   the	   first	   rule	  has	  always	  been	   that	  you	  don't	  display	  your	  malu	  in	  public	  unless	  you	  are	   in	   full	  traditional	   Samoan	   wear	   about	   to	   dance	   the	   siva	   Samoa	   or	   in	   a	  ta’alolo”6.	   This	  comment	   was	   supported	   by	   770	   likes	   and	   255	   shares	   of	   agreement	   on	   her	  Facebook	   page	   as	   well	   as	   it	   being	   a	   long-­‐held	   view	   echoed	   by	   many	   Samoans,	  particularly	  living	  in	  Samoa.	  	  	  
No-­‐one	   can	   stop	   you	   from	   displaying	   YOUR	  malu	   but	  when	   you	   do…	  
cast	  a	  thought	  to	  this	  -­‐	  your	  submission	  to	  the	  'au	  (tatauing	  tool)	  is	  a	  
submission	  to	  a	  tradition,	  not	  the	  submission	  of	  tradition	  to	  what	  you	  
feel	  is	  appropriate!7	  
 	  
	  	  (Fig.	  8)	  Samoan	  male	  with	  Pe’a	  by	  Art	  Appreciation.	  	  	  
                                                            6	  Sita	  Leota,	  “My	  Culture,	  My	  Malu”	  (Published	  Samoa	  Sunday	  Observer,	  17	  June	  2012)	  https://www.facebook.com/notes/sita-­‐leota/my-­‐culture-­‐my-­‐malu/10150898165660967	  [Accessed	  September	  16,	  2013]	  7	  Anonymous	  blogger,	  http://sydneyfob.blogspot.com.au/2012/06/my-­‐culture-­‐my-­‐malu-­‐reply.html	  [Accessed	  September	  16	  2013]	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  (Fig 9) Greg Semu with pe’a, Image by Greg Semu 	   	  
	  	  (Fig,	  10)	  Samoan	  man	  with	  pe’a,	  photo	  by	  Greg	  Semu.	  
(Fig, 11) Samoan man with pe’a. photo by Pinterest 
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I	  was	  so	  shocked	  to	  see	  women	  all	  over	  town	  in	  their	  short	  @ss	  shorts	  
showing	  off	  their	  malu.	  No	  sense	  at	  all!!8 	  
	  
It's	  simple....you	  want	  to	  get	  the	  malu	  then	  keep	  it	  sacred	  &	  covered.	  I	  
don't	   understand	   why	   people	   try	   to	   change	   traditions	   or	   find	   other	  
reasons	  why	  it	  shouldn't	  be	  hidden	  when	  it	  should	  show	  in	  your	  way	  of	  
life.	   Just	   like	  the	  samoan	  saying,	  "E	   iloa	   le	   tama	  po'o	   le	   teine	  samoa	  i	  
lona	   tu	   ma	   aganu'u."	   If	   you	   have	   a	   malu	   to	   show	   you're	   a	   samoan	  
woman	  then	  you	  should	  also	  live	  by	  its	  traditions.	  I	  see	  a	  lot	  of	  women	  
not	  covering	  their	  malu	  as	   if	   it's	  not	  sacred	  and	  something	  just	  taken	  
lightly.	   And	   now	   it	   seems	   like	   just	   anyone	   can	   get	   one	   if	   you	   got	   the	  
money.	  Soon	  it'll	  just	  end	  up	  like	  a	  regular	  tattoo	  anyone	  can	  get	  at	  a	  
tattoo	  shop.	  9	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  These	   representative	   remarks	   of	   a	   traditional	   viewpoint	   are	   in	   stark	   contrast	   to	  how	   the	   male	   tatau,	   the	   pe’a	   is	   considered	   by	   many.	   Wendt	   proclaims	   “the	  expression	   is	   ‘	   Faalele	   lau	   pe’a!’	   Let	   your	   flying	   fox	   fly!	   Show	   how	   beautiful	   and	  courageous	  you’ve	  been	  in	  enduring	  the	  pain	  of	  the	  tatau,	  parade	  it	   for	  all	  to	  see.	  The	  sexual	  connotations	  are	  also	  very	  obvious”10.	  	   Fetuolemoana	   Tamapeau,	   a	   blogger	   on	   site	   (Fobilicious-­‐tala	   mai	   se	  teine	  Samoa	  I	  Sydney:	  My	  Culture,	  My	  malu	  –	  a	  reply)	  set	  up	  by	  Teine	  Samoa	  in	  response	  to	  Sita	  Leota’s	  article	  says…	  
What	   I	   was	   also	   concerned	   about/interested	   in	   after	   reading	   the	   first	  
piece	  was	   the	  Samoa	  Observer's	  decision	   to	  publish	  a	  piece	  on	   the	  Malu	  
without	   the	   same	   perhaps	   'critical'	   tone	   or	   call	   to	   account	   for	   our	  men	  
who	  wear	   the	   Pe'a?	   I	   hope	   that	   in	   all	   this	   we	   do	   not	   over-­‐criticise	   our	  
women	  (one	  another)	  without	  making	  sure	  we	  ask	  the	  same	  questions	  of	  
the	  male	  leaders	  in	  our	  families/communities	  as	  well.11.	  	   Lani	  Wendt	  Young,	  a	  writer	  of	  Samoan	  heritage	   living	   in	  New	  Zealand	  partakes	  in	  the	  discussion	  by	  saying	  that	  although	  she	  was	  touched	  by	  the	  Leota’s	  article,	  she	  found	  it	  unsettling:	  	  I	  feel	  that	  one	  goes	  to	  all	  the	  
trouble	   of	   getting	   a	   malu	   precisely	   because	   one	   is	   making	   a	   visual	  
statement	  about	   her	   culture,	   her	   identity,etc.	   So	   for	  me,	   it	   seems	   rather	  
strange	   to	   then	   say	   that	   once	   you	   have	   a	  malu,	   you	   should	   never	  wear	  
shorts,	  skirts	  or	  etc	  that	  allow	  it	  to	  be	  seen	  UNLESS	  ONE	  is	  participating	  
in	  a	  strictly	  'Samoan'	  activity	  ie	  the	  siva/taupou..12	  	  In	   response	   to	   Sita	   Leota’s	   Facebook	   page	   Teine	   Samoa,	   a	   Samoan	  women	  with	   a	  malu	   living	   in	   Sydney,	   created	   a	   blog	   -­‐	  My	  Culture,	  My	  
Malu	  -­‐	  a	  Reply.	  Teine	  debates	  two	  significant	  points	  in	  Leota’s	  argument	  in	   protecting	   the	   malu	   by	   concealment	   and	   only	   revealing	   it	   when	  dancing	  the	  siva.	  	  She	  writes	  that	  Leota	  uses	  Wendt’s	  definition	  of	  malu	  
                                                            8	  ibid	  9	  ibid	  (September	  15,	  2012)	  10	  Albert	  Wendt,	  “Tatauing	  the	  Post-­‐Colonial	  Body.”	  Originally	  published	  in	  Span	  42-­‐43	  (April-­‐October	  1996):	  15-­‐29.	  11	  Fetuolemoana	  Tamapeau,	  June	  20,	  2012.	  	  http://sydneyfob.blogspot.com.au/2012/06/my-­‐culture-­‐my-­‐malu-­‐reply.html	  	  [Accessed	  September	  16,	  2013]	  12	  Lani	  Wendt	  Young,	  http://sydneyfob.blogspot.com.au/2012/06/my-­‐culture-­‐my-­‐malu-­‐reply.html,	  June	  19,	  2012	  [Accessed	  September	  16,2013]	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in	   his	   conference	   paper	   ‘to	   be	   shaded,	   to	   be	   protected,	   coolness,	   soft,	  
soften.’13 	  to	   support	   her	   position,	   further	   noting	   “	   with	   regards	   to	  the	  tatau	  found	  on	   Samoan	   females,	   the	   definition	   of	  malu	  is	   therefore	  ‘to	  be	  protected.”14	  However	  as	  Teine	  Samoa	  points	  out,	  Wendt	  defines	  malu	   as	   appropriate	   clothing	   in	   pre-­‐papalagi	   (European)	   times	   for	  females,	  in	  the	  introduction	  of	  the	  same	  conference	  paper,	  he	  states	  “	  to	  clothe	   ones	   arse	   and	   genitals	   was	   enough”. 15 	  	   The	   relationships	  between	  clothing	  and	  the	  body,	  ideas	  about	  how	  the	  body	  is	  covered	  is	  acutely	   culturally	   specific.	   Tangled	   up	   in	   all	   of	   this	   are	   perceptions	   of	  sexuality,	  attraction,	  temptation	  and	  modesty.	  
 Teine	  further	  posits	  "	  Isn't	  it	  likely	  that	  the	  church's	  traditional	  position	  on	  tattooing,	  on	  women,	  and	  on	  covering	  up,	  has	  something	  to	  do	  with	  the	  compulsion	  to	  (or	  more	  accurately	  in	  the	  case	  of	  this	  article),	  to	  tell	  others	  to	  cover	  the	  malu?	  It	  may	  be	  that	  traditionally	  women	  covered	  to	  below	   the	   knee	   before	   they	   went	   under	   the	   'au,	   and	   indeed,	   many	  contend	   that	   was	   the	   reason	   for	   the	   malu	   -­‐	   to	   clothe.	   The	   fact	   that	  women	   show	   malu	   when	   they	   are	   "in	   full	   traditional	   Samoan	   wear	  
about	   to	   dance	   the	   siva	   Samoa	   or	   in	   a	   ta'alolo",	   i.e.	   in	  our	   most	  traditional	  of	  activities,	  reflects	  that	  women	  traditionally	  showed	  their	  malu.16	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  
 
                (Fig, 12) Family and the Christian faith play important roles in Samoan society. BBC NEWS 	  To	  support	   this	  point	  of	  view	   I	   cite	   the	  documentation	  about	   Jacob	  Roggeveen,	  a	  Dutch	  seafarer	  who	  gave	  perhaps	  the	  first	  written	  description	  of	  Samoan	  tatau	  on	  13	  	  June	  1722,	  when	  his	  ship	  passed	  by	  the	  easternmost	  islands	  of	  Olosega	  and	  Ofu	  in	  Samoa.	  “	  The	  indians	  of	  this	  first	  island	  are	  like	  the	  Paaschlanders	  in	  sturdiness	  and	  robustness	  of	  body,	  also	  in	  painting	  themselves,	  but	  no	  so	  abundantly,	  as	  their	  colouring	  commences	  from	  the	  thighs	  downward	  to	  the	  legs.	  Furthermore	  we	  did	  not	  see	  anything	  as	  covering	  for	  their	  nakedness,	  except	  a	  girdle	  round	  the	  waist	  to	  
                                                            
13 Wendt, Albert. “Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body.” Originally published in Span 42-43 (April-October 1996): 15-
29. http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/wendt/tatauing.asp (Accessed September 16,2013) 14	  ibid	  15	  ibid	  16	  Teine	  Samoa	  http://sydneyfob.blogspot.com.au/2012/06/my-­‐culture-­‐my-­‐malu-­‐reply.html,	  June	  19,	  2012	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which	  a	  lot	  of	  long	  broad	  leaves	  or	  rushes,	  or	  of	  another	  plant,	  was	  fastened.”17	  Due	  to	   the	   placement	   of	   ‘colouring’	   ‘from	   thighs	   downward	   to	   the	   legs’	   given	   in	  Roggeveen	   account,	   I	   wonder	   if	   that	   was	   a	   description	   of	   malu?	   But	   more	  significantly	  it	   is	  an	  account	  written	  well	  before	  the	  arrival	  of	  missionaries	  in	  the	  19th	  century.	  	  	  	  	  	  Between	   1800	   and	   1850	   Christianity	   arrived	   in	   a	   series	   of	   interactions	   and	  interventions;	   firstly	   through	   Samoans	   travelling	   to	   other	   christianised	   Pacific	  Islands,	   then	   The	   London	   Missionary	   Society,	   followed	   by	   Tongan	   Wesleyan	  Methodists	   and	   French	   Roman	   Catholics.	   Sean	   Mallon	   writes	   that	   with	   a	  concentrated	  succession	  of	  Christian	  missionary	  arrivals	  from	  the	  1830s,	  Samoan	  religion	  was	  denounced	   as	   heathen.	   It	   also	   needs	   to	   be	   said	   that	  many	   Samoans	  willingly	  took	  up	  and	  promoted	  the	  rituals	  and	  beliefs	  of	  Christianity.	   	  Never-­‐the-­‐less	   in	  the	  pursuit	  of	  this	  new	  religion	  people	  were	  forced	  to	  desecrate	  their	  aitu	  (Spirit)	  objects	  and	  relinquish	  their	  rituals	  to	  prove	  their	  alliance	  with	  Christianity.	  Mallon	  states:18	  	   	  They	   introduced	   a	   number	   of	   changes	   that	   affected	   not	   only	   the	  ideological	  world	  but	  the	  artistic,	  cultural	  and	  physical	  landscape.	  These	  included	   new	   forms	   of	   dress,	   and	   ideas	   of	   modesty	   and	   extended	   to	  prohibitions	  on	  arts	  such	  as	  tattooing	  and	  certain	  forms	  of	  dance.19	  	  	  In	   1839,	   missionary	   William	   Day	   in	   Upolu,	   Samoa	   wrote	   back	   to	   the	   London	  Missionary	  Society	  and	  commented	  on	  the	  progress	  they	  had	  been	  making:	  	  
There are [three] things which have powerfully arrested my attention as 
evincing the great moral effect which has been produced on the Samoan 
nation: the general decorum in regard to the outward observances of 
religion, also in dress and manners (my italics)...20 	  With	   subsequent	   integration	   and	   adaptation	   of	   christian	   beliefs,	   many	   Samoans	  impose	   this	  modified	   tradition	   of	   concealment	   without	   questioning	   its	   origin	   or	  acknowledgement	   of	   malu’s	   pre-­‐christian	   history.	   This	   belief,	   forged	   through	  colonisation,	  has	  become	  a	  fixed	  and	  perhaps	  stagnant	  tradition,	  which	  lags	  behind	  the	   reality	   of	   the	   globalised	   world.	   	   That	   is,	   the	   interpretation	   of	   malu	   has	  expanded	   beyond	   the	   confines	   of	   small	   isolated	   islands	   to	   an	   international	  disapora,	  through	  significant	  migration	  particularly	  to	  New	  Zealand,	  Australia	  and	  America.	  This	  then	  extends	  the	  practice	  of	  tatau	  to	  a	  diversity	  of	  Samoan	  cultures	  particularly	  when	  combined	  with	  education	  and	  digital	  technologies.	  	  
                                                            17	  Sean	  Mallon,	  “Tufuga	  Tatatau:	  The	  Master	  Tattooists”	  In	  Samoan	  Art	  &	  Artists:	  O	  Measina	  a	  Samoa.	  (Hawaii:	  University	  of	  Hawaii	  Press,	  2002)	  105-­‐106.	  18	  ibid	  19	  ibid	  20	  William	  Day,	  The	  Great	  Samoan	  Awakening	  of	  1839	  by	  Alan	  Gavan	  Daws	  http://www.jps.auckland.ac.nz/document//Volume_70_1961/Volume_70,_No._3/The_great_Samoan_awakening_of_1839,_by_Alan_Gavan_Daws,_p_326-­‐337/p1	  [Accessed	  March	  2,	  2014]	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(Fig.13) Children lead a procession at the Auckland Samoan Methodist Church (St John’s) in Ponsonby, to 
celebrate White Sunday in 2005. The day was set aside by the London Missionary Society to honour 
children in Samoa. The White Sunday meal may be the biggest feast of the year for many Samoan 
families in Auckland. 	  Although	   attitudes	   towards	   the	   appropriateness	   of	   the	  malu	   forged	   through	   the	  prism	   of	   Christianity	   remain	   strong	   there	   is	   a	   change	   occurring	   both	  within	   the	  church	  itself	  and	  the	  wider	  community.	  	   	  Olivia	  Partsch’s	  study	  of	  malu	  and	  Samoan’s	  attitudes	  to	  it	  highlights	  a	  number	  of	  attitudes	  to	  it	  wearing	  and	  acceptance	  by	  the	  church	  and	  the	  wider	   community.	   Her	   research	   indicates	   that	   the	   church	   still	   exerts	  some	  pressure	  on	  young	  Samoans	  not	  to	  be	  tattooed,	  as	  it	  is	  seen	  as	  ‘	  a	  spilling	  of	   the	  blood’	  and	  an	  attempt	  to	  achieve	  self-­‐glorification.	  Even	  so	   there	   is	   strong	   resistance	   to	   this,	   despite	   fines	   and	   temporary	  disassociation.	  The	  malu	  was	   seen	  by	   some	   to	  be	   ‘a	  personal	   sacrifice	  and	  an	  outward	  symbol	  and	  acknowledgement	  of	  how	  they	   feel	  about	  their	   Fa’asamoa	   and	   cultural	   identity,”	   Furthermore	   Partsch’s	   study	  	  indicates	  a	  renaissance	  of	  older	  women	  in	  their	  40s	  and	  50s	  acquiring	  the	  malu.21	  	  	  In	  2011,	   the	  SAVALI	  Beta	  newspaper	  contained	  an	  article	  about	  Malagamali	  Fosi	  Levi	  who	   is	   president	   of	   Aiga	   (family)	  Malofie	   (male	   tattoo)	   Society	  who	   gave	   a	  lecture	   at	   LE	   Papaigalagala	   Campus.	   	   He	   took	   the	   opportunity	   to	   ask	   for	   more	  acceptance	  from	  the	  churches	  of	  the	  tatau:	  	  
                                                            21	  Sean	  Mallon,	  “Tufuga	  Tatatau:	  The	  Master	  Tattooists”	  In	  Samoan	  Art	  &	  Artists:	  O	  Measina	  a	  Samoa.	  (Hawaii:	  University	  of	  Hawaii	  Press,	  2002)	  111.	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It’s	   an	   art	   form	   with	   a	   strong	   matriarchal	   influence.	   The	   tatau	   was	  brought	   to	  Samoa	  by	   the	   twins	  Taema	  and	  Tilafaiga	   from	  Fiji.	   It	  has	  a	  strong	   association	   with	   women	   and	   women	   folk.	   It	   was	   initially	  intended	   that	   only	   women	   should	   be	   tattooed.	   It’s	   just	   that	   men	  somehow	  slipped	  into	  priority.	  So	  if	  you	  are	  planning	  to	  have	  a	  tatau.	  It	  is	   important	   to	   get	   the	   blessings	   of	   your	   grandmother,	   your	   mother,	  your	  wife	  or	  your	  girlfriend.	  It’s	  supposed	  to	  be	  their	  art..22	  He	  then	  goes	  on	  to	  speak	  about	  the	  suitability	  of	  receiving	  the	  malu	  in	  perhaps	  a	  post-­‐christian	   community	   and	   one	   that	   is	   outside	   of	   Samoa	   itself.	   It	   also	   speaks	  about	  the	  divisive	  human	  activity	  of	  inclusion	  and	  exclusion	  -­‐	  specifically	  who	  is	  a	  true	  Samoan.	  And	  who	  is	  not.	  Ironically	  this	  is	  an	  issue	  that	  was	  explicitly	  warned	  against	  in	  the	  teachings	  of	  Jesus.	  	  In	   2014	   I	   spoke	   with	   Leo	   Tanoi	   a	   Samoan	   matai	   (leader),	   related	   to	   the	   Su’a	  Suluape	  family	  through	  the	  Ausalilo	  and	  Leatuavao	  chieftan	  titles	  from	  the	  village	  of	  Falease’ela,	  Lefaga	  district,	  Upolu,	  Samoa,	  who	  is	  also	  creative	  director	  of	  Pacific	  Programmes	  at	  Casula	  Powerhouse.	   	  The	  Su’a	   family	   contains	  members	  who	  are	  highly	   respected	   for	   their	   skills	   as	  master	   craftsmen	   in	   the	   art	   of	   tatau.	  He	   talks	  about	   the	   reality	   of	   Samoan	   emigration	   -­‐	   and	   how	   that	   changes	   culture	   and	  representations	  of	  culture.	  There	  are	  many	  young	  Samoans	  in	  Australia,	  USA	  and	  New	  Zealand	  who	  have	  never	  been	  to	  Samoa,	  who	  cannot	  speak	  the	  language	  and	  are	  of	  mixed	  heritage.	  He	  says	  that	  they	  feel	  like	  an	  outsiders	  due	  to	  these	  facts	  but	  that	  does	  not	  mean	  you	   cannot	   claim	  your	  Samoan-­‐ness,	   it	  means	   that	   there	  are	  different	   perspectives	   to	   the	   ones	   our	   Samoans	   elders	   held.	  He	   emphasised	   that	  this	  is	  how	  it	  is	  now	  -­‐	  which	  is	  absolutely	  acceptable.	  I	  asked	  him	  what	  he	  thought	  about	   a	   woman	   like	  me	   –	   who	   doesn't	   speak	   Samoan,	   lives	   in	   Australia,	   has	   an	  Anglo-­‐Saxon	  mother	  -­‐	  getting	  the	  malu.	  His	  response	  was	  it	  does	  not	  matter	  if	  you	  cannot	   speak	   the	   language	   and	   that	   people	   sometime	   have	   a	   kindergarten	  mentality	   and	  need	   to	   put	   others	   down	  because	   of	   difference.	   	   “Besides	   one	   can	  take	   Samoan	   language	   classes	   anyway.	  What	   truly	  matters	   is	  what’s	   inside	   your	  heart	   and	   if	   you’re	   an	   honourable	   person.”	   23 	  The	   essence	   of	   acquiring	   a	  tatau/malu	  is	  about	  service	  to	  your	  family	  and	  community,	  how	  this	  translates	  in	  a	  western	  urban	  context	   is	   simply	   to	  be	  a	  good	  mother,	  be	  a	  good	  daughter,	  be	  an	  honourable	  person	  with	   integrity	  and	  kindness	  and	  by	   that	  you	  are	  giving	   to	   the	  community.	  Furthermore	  consider	  what	  you	  can	  do	  to	  give	  back	  to	  community	  in	  what	  you	  do,	  such	  as	  the	  arts.	  	  	  In	   conclusion	   it	   can	   be	   seen	   that	   although	   the	   Samoan	   people	   retained	   their	  tatauing	  practice,	  despite	  the	  almost	  successful	  eradication	  by	  missionary	  censure	  in	  most	  other	  Pacific	  nations,	  it	  was	  modified	  by	  hiding	  it	  in	  the	  use	  of	  new	  dress	  standards	  of	  modesty.	  I	  believe	  that	  the	  driving	  force	  of	  concealing	  both	  malu	  and	  a	  womens	   body	   is	   an	   enforcement	   of	   Christian	   beliefs	   concerning	   modesty	   and	  further	   entrenched	   in	   a	   Samoan	   patriarchal	   system.	   	   Women	   it	   seems	   are	   still	  regarded	  as	  property	  and	  are	  subsequently	  kept	  in	  the	  ‘dark’	  ages.	  These	  ideas	  are	  often	   infuriatingly	   promoted	   by	   other	   woman,	   such	   as	   Leota’s	   statement	   when	  referring	   to	   women	   as	   stock	   in	   her	   article	   she	   states:	   They	   say	   goods	   often	   on	  
display	  quickly	   lose	   their	  colour,	  which	   in	   turn	  makes	   them	  lose	   their	  appeal.	   In	  all	  
                                                            22	  Malagamali	  Fosi	  Levi	  http://www.savalinews.com/2011/03/23/malagamalii-­‐urges-­‐more-­‐acceptance-­‐of-­‐tatau-­‐from-­‐churches/	  	  [Accessed	  	  May	  20,	  2013]	  23	  Conversation	  with	  Leo	  Tanoi,	  February	  14th	  2014.	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honesty,	  some	  of	  the	  tattooed	  now	  use	  the	  malu	  as	  a	  fashion	  accessory	  more	  than	  out	  
of	  any	  sense	  of	  belonging,	  of	  culture,	  of	  being	  Samoan.24	  	  Rituals	   are	   used	   to	   encourage	   and	   to	   enforce	   links	   with	   ones	   own	   kith	   and	   kin	  thereby	  providing	  protection	  from	  possible	  dangers/contamination	  from	  outsiders	  as	  well	  as	  ones	  own	  community.	  It	  is	  easy	  to	  see	  why	  in	  the	  contemporary	  world	  of	  fast	  communications	  and	  settling	  in	  far-­‐off	  lands	  that	  conservative	  forces	  arise	  and	  want	  to	  consolidate	  traditions	  in	  reaction	  to	  a	  perceived	  dissolution	  of	  those	  very	  dearly	  held	  ways.	  The	   transformation	  of	   culture	   is	  always	  disputed.	  For	  example	  most	   contemporary	  art	   is	  derided	  by	  many	  people	   in	  Western	  countries.	  Change	  always	  involves	  the	  death	  of	  certain	  forms	  and	  powers.	  And	  what	  the	  value	  of	  the	  new	  is	  yet	  to	  be	  ascertained.	  Some	  western	  thinking	  places	  a	  huge	  value	  on	  change	  and	   innovation	   yet	   the	   holders	   of	   tradition	   can	   be	   valued	   in	   that	   they	  makes	   us	  question	   the	   very	   changes	   we	   wish	   to	   make.	   What	   predates	   and	   infuses	  Christianity	  as	  well	  as	  most	  societies,	  including	  Samoan,	  is	  patriarchal	  organisation	  and	  power.	   	  Feminism	   in	   its	  various	  phases	  and	  varieties	  challenges	  male	  power	  and	   privilege.	   This	   is	   especially	   noticeable	   in	   western	   countries	   where	   many	  Samoan	  women	  are	  now	  resident.	  	  	  As	  Wendt	  eloquently	  says	  "There	  are	  no	  'true	  interpreters'	  or	  'sacred	  guardians'	  of	  
any	   culture.	   We	   are	   all	   entitled	   to	   our	   truths,	   insights,	   intuitions	   into	   and	  
interpretations	  of	  our	  cultures."	  25	  	  
 
 
                                                            24	  Sita	  Leota,	  “My	  Culture,	  My	  Malu”	  (Published	  Samoa	  Sunday	  Observer,	  17	  June	  2012)	  https://www.facebook.com/notes/sita-­‐leota/my-­‐culture-­‐my-­‐malu/10150898165660967	  [Accessed	  September	  16,	  2013]	  	  25	  Teine	  Samoa,	  June	  20,	  2012.	  	  http://sydneyfob.blogspot.com.au/2012/06/my-­‐culture-­‐my-­‐malu-­‐reply.html	  	  [Accessed	  May	  20,	  2013]	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(Fig.14,15,16) Samoan woman with malu. My nieces going out dancing/ My Cousin and family, 2014. 
 29 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 29 
Chapter	  Three:	  Contemporary	  Samoan	  Art	  	  
Five	  Samoan	  Artists.	  	  This	  investigation	  of	  contemporary	  artists	  of	  Samoan	  heritage	  living	  in	  Samoa	  and	  diasporic	  communities	  such	  as	  Australia	  and	  New	  Zealand	  is	  crucial	  to	  my	  thinking	  and	   making.	   It	   not	   only	   forms	   and	   underpins	   my	   critical	   understanding,	   and	  creates	   a	   necessary	   network	   but	   also	   challenges	   and	   invigorates	   my	   ideas	   and	  artistic	  direction.	  In	  this	  research	  paper	  I	  have	  made	  a	  conscious	  decision	  to	  focus	  on	   Samoan	   scholars,	   writers	   and	   artists,	   to	   consider	   my	   own	   thinking	   and	  imaginative	  capacities	   through	  a	  Samoan	   framework	  rather	   than	  strictly	  western	  models.	  	  I	  have	  selected	  five	  artists	  of	  Samoan	  descent	  who	  are	  innovative	  and	  brave.	  They	  engage	  with	  issues	  such	  as	  preservation	  and	  development	  of	  culture	  through	  their	  artistic	  practices,	  the	  liminal	  spaces	  occupied	  by	  people	  of	  mixed	  heritage,	  gender	  politics	  and	  the	  interplay	  between	  historical,	  personal	  and	  artistic	  worlds.	  They	  are	  exemplary	  of	  how	  migration	  and	  the	  western	  urban	  context	  contributes	  to	  Samoan	  contemporary	   art.	   The	   importance	   of	   this	   chapter	   resides	   in	   creating	   a	   body	   of	  knowledge	   about	   contemporary	   artists	   of	   Samoan	   descent	   who	   have	   exhibited	  internationally	  yet	  are	  perhaps	  under-­‐documented	  within	  Australian	  art	  discourse.	  	  	  The	   artists	   are	   Tufuga	   Tatatau	   (master	   hand-­‐tap	   tattooist)	   Su’a	   Peter	   Sulu’ape,	  photographer	   Greg	   Semu,	   multi-­‐media/sculptor	   Nikki	   Hastings-­‐McFall,	  choreographer/performance	   artist	   Lemi	   Ponifasio	   and	   poet/performance	   artist	  Tusiata	   Avia.	   These	   artists	   are	   variously	   resident	   in	   New	   Zealand,	   Australia	   and	  Samoa.	   And	   have	   shown	   and	   published	   their	   work	   in	   local,	   national	   and	  international	  venues	  and	  received	  awards.	  	  	  
Su’a Peter Sulu’ape is	  an	  internationally	  renowned	  contemporary	  Tufuga	  Tatatau	  living	   in	  Samoa.	   In	  some	  ways	  he	   is	   the	  most	  significant	  artist	   to	  my	  project	  and	  indeed	   to	   Samoan	   culture	   precisely	   because	   he	   is	   the	   custodian	   of	   tatau/malu.	  Without	  him	  or	  his	  family	  the	  practice	  of	  tatau,	  which	  is	  synonymous	  with	  Samoan	  culture	   would	   perhaps	   cease	   to	   exist.	   	   I	   have	   written	   about	   him	   in	   previous	  chapters	   in	   regard	   to	   traditional,	   cultural	  and	   technical	  matters.	   In	   this	   chapter	   I	  want	   to	   emphasise	   that	   I	   am	   viewing	   his	   practice	   as	   a	   contemporary	   artist	  who	  maintains	   strong	   links	   to	   centuries	   old	   methodologies	   and	   aesthetics.	   The	  innovations	   in	   his	   work	   are	   subtle	   and	   gradual	   rather	   than	   indicating	   sudden	  breakages	   and	   self-­‐conscious	   critical	   attitudes	   to	   past	   customs	   as	   maybe	   often	  expected	   in	   the	   artwork	   of	   many	   contemporary	   artists.	   In	   thinking	   about	   his	  practice	   as	   contemporary	   art	  we	   come	  up	   against	   differing	   cultural	   perspectives	  about	   the	  nature	  of	  art,	   about	  what	   constitutes	   tradition,	   ceremony,	   craft,	  design	  and	   especially	   what	   it	   is	   that	  makes	   an	   artwork	   contemporary.	   Alongside	   these	  classifications	   there	   is	   the	   tricky	   territory	   of	   his	  work	   being	   viewed	   through	   an	  almost	   ethnographic	   lens,	   as	  much	   indigenous	   art	   often	   is	   comprehended	   in	   the	  west.	  	  As	  in	  any	  cultural	  practice	  and	  artifact,	  tatau	  is	  always	  undergoing	  revision	  both	  in	  form	  and	   in	  meaning.	  This	   is	   often	   invisible	   to	   the	  modern	   individual	  who	  often	  sees	  only	  western	  globalised	  culture	  as	  contemporary	  and	  other	  cultures	  as	  of	  the	  past. 
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The	   tatau/malu	   is	   a	   highly	   refined	   and	   sophisticated	   pattern	   (literally)	   of	   signs,	  values,	  knowledge	  and	  aesthetics.	  The	  problem	  from	  a	  traditional	  western	  point	  of	  view	   is	   that	   this	   sublimely	   elegant	   art	   is	   on	   “the	  body”	   rather	   than	  on	   canvas	  or	  paper.	   Additionally	   tatau	   is	   often	   seen	   as	   mere	   decoration,	   a	   lesser	   visual	   form	  within	   Western	   art.	   Although,	   it	   must	   be	   said,	   these	   points	   of	   view	   are	   being	  challenged	  and	  rethought	  within	  some	  arenas	  of	  contemporary	  art	  discourse.	  
Whilst certain tatau components have evolved, much of this custom remains faithful to 
its ceremonial ancestral roots and formalities such as placement of designs on the body, 
and strict adherence to the protocols surrounding the giving and receiving of tatau/malu. 
“In the past the work of the tufuga tatatau took them to the villages of Samoa and the 
courts of the Tongan monarchy, today the tufuga has an international clientele”1 and 
many diasporic Samoans travel to Samoa to acquire the customary tatau. 
 
(Fig. 17) The great tufuga Su'a Alaiva'a Petelo Sulu'ape (right) and his son master tufuga Su'a Peter 
Sulu'ape (left). 
 Su’a	  Peter	  Sulu’ape	  declares	  “To	  me,	  keeping	  it	  "traditional"	  doesn't	  translate	  into	  performing	   tatau	   on	   Samoans	   only.	   The	   thing	   is	   if	   you	   look	   at	   the	   patterns	   of	  migration	   and	   the	   history	   of	   tattooing,	   there	   are	   many	   similarities	   between	  Samoan	  traditional	   tattooing	  and	  that	  which	  exists	   in	  various	  parts	  of	  South	  East	  Asia.	   Sharing	  our	  art	  with	   the	  world,	   that	   is	  non-­‐Samoans,	  doesn't	  mean	   that	  we	  lose	  our	   tradition;	   it	  means	   that	  we	  enhance	   it.	  And	   in	  some	  cases,	  non-­‐Samoans	  usually	  cherish	  the	  art	  more	  than	  some	  Samoans	  who	  get	  it	  only	  to	  show-­‐off.”2	  
                                                
1 Mallon, Sean “Tufuga Tatatau: The Master Tattooists” Samoan Art & Artists: O Measina a Samoa. (Hawaii: 
University of Hawaii Press, 2002) 111. 
 
 
2 Interview with Samoan hand tap tattooist Su’a Peter Suluape Part 1 (2003), 
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The	  general	  consensus	  is	  that	  the	  Sulu’ape	  family	  (decended	  from	  Su’a)	  are	  one	  of	  two	  tatauing	  guilds	  of	  Samoa	  and	  have	  been	  practicing	  tatau	  for	  a	  very	  long	  time.	  Therefore	  it	  is	  Su’a	  Peter	  Sulu’ape	  task	  to	  take	  this	  art	  form	  into	  the	  future	  the	  way	  he	  and	  his	  family	  see	  fit.	  By	  making	  it	  accessible	  for	  many	  to	  acquire	  a	  tatau/malu,	  taking	  their	  art	  to	  a	  world	  stage,	  modifying	  motifs	  and	  tools	  specific	  to	  its	  time	  and	  teaching	   the	   tatau	  process	   to	  people	  outside	  of	   family	  means	  Su’a	  Peter	  Sulu’ape	  and	   family	   are	   successfully	  maintaining	   this	  precious	   cultural	  practice	   as	  well	   as	  giving	  it	  contemporary	  relevance.	  	  
	  
Greg	   Semu	   is	   a	   New	   Zealand-­‐born	   photographer	   of	   Samoan	   heritage	   currently	  living	   in	   Sydney.	  An important part of Semu’s photographic practice focuses on the 
traditional Samoan tatau/pe’a.  His Self-Portrait with Pe’a series, originally 
photographed in his bedroom, “present an interplay between personal, historical and 
artistic worlds. In confronting the historical representation of tatau-ing Semu extends 
the meanings and understandings of its cultural and personal meaning as he illuminates 
the continuing transformation of the Polynesian body.”3 He	  underwent	  the	  painful	  process	  of	  acquiring	  the	  pe’a	  in	  his	  early	  twenties	  and	  he	  defines	   it	   as	   ‘	   the	   clearest	  way	  of	   asserting	  my	   cultural	   identity	   and	  pride	   in	  my	  difference.”4	  Semu’s	   self-­‐portraits	   reference	   images	   produced	   by	   Carl	   Marquardt	  	  in	   his	   book	  Die	   Tatowirung	  Beider	   Geschlechter	   in	   Samoa	   (The	   Tattooing	   of	   both	  
Sexes	   in	   Samoa	   1899).	   The	   images	   in	   this	   book	   typically	   depict	   tataued	   Samoan	  males	  and	   females	  as	  ethnographic	  specimens	  shown	  from	  the	  neck	  down	  -­‐	  side,	  front	  and	  back	  views.	  “These	  representations	  remove	  the	  traditional	  and	  spiritual	  meaning	  of	  the	  tatau	  as	  well	  as	  rendering	  the	  body	  and	  the	  individual	  as	  an	  object.	  It	   is	   these	   types	  of	  depictions	  alongside	  countless	  colonial	   representations	  of	   the	  tattooed	  Pacific	   Islanders	   (since	   James	  Cook’s	  visit	   to	  New	  Zealand	   in	  1770)	   that	  Semu	  confronts,	  reclaims	  and	  sets	  out	  to	  debunk.	  “5	  “As	   difficult	   as	   it	   may	   be	   to	   accept	   the	   role	   as	   subjects	   of	   ethnographic	  photography,	   Greg	   delves	   into	   the	   unnerving	   power	   relationships	   that	   exist	  between	  photographers	   and	   their	   subjects.	   By	  placing	  himself	   as	   both	   artist	   and	  subject	  he	  confronts	  and	  re-­‐positions	  the	  silenced	  voices	  of	  Marquadt’s	  subjects”6	  	  
                                                                                                                                          
http://tautalatala.com/news/2013/ink-art-tattoo/interview-samoan-hand-tap-tattooist-sua-peter-suluape-part-i 
[Accessed March 18 2014] 
 
  
3 Queensland Art Gallery, Unnerved: The New Zealand Project. (Queensland Art Gallery 2010), 136 
4 ibid 
5 ibid 
6 Ane Tonga, “Tautai Contemporary Pacific Arts Trust. September 2011” 
http://www.tautai.org/assets/Uploads/Tautai-SEPT-2011-WEB.pdf [Accessed November 5] 
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 (Fig.	  18,	  19)	  Greg	  Semu	  	  gelatin	  silver	  print,	  toned	  with	  gold	  and	  selenium	  1995	  Auckland	  Art	  Gallery.	  Greg	  Semu,	  Self	  portrait	  with	  front	  of	  pe’a,	  2012. 
 
Interestingly, Semu re-appropriated the original 1995 Self Portraits with Pe’a by taking 
the photographs in a professional studio to achieve a superior documentation of a Pe’a 
in 2012. His images highlight the mastery of Su’a Sulu’ape Paulo II. I am unsure if this 
thrice appropriation is more about Semu’s desire to display his body than to purely 
represent Su’a Sulu’ape Paulo II Tufuga’s artwork. Semu’s work is an interesting 
counterpoint to my own representations of tatau. His work, especially those images that 
feature the striking beauty and power of the tatau, fetishises the male body. It has a 
particularly erotic and theatrical self-regard. Although I seek to reveal/expose my 
concerns and the actual malu I am interested in its meaning when it is not highlighting 
the exotic, erotic Polynesian. My studio investigations look at the meaning of malu 
when the face and body is shown as opposed to the decapitated body.  How is the 
tataued body viewed when it is pictured in family snapshots rather than formal poses? 
What is the difference between the exposure of feminine malu and masculine pe’a and 
its subsequent reading?	  	  
 
Niki	   Hastings-­‐McFall	   is	   a	   New	   Zealand-­‐born	   multi-­‐media/installation	   artist	   of	  Samoan	   and	   European	   descent	   who	   lives	   in	   Auckland.	   Her	   work	   explores	   the	  binary	  reality	  of	  her	  European	  background	  together	  with	  her	  Samoan	  heritage	  and	  what	  that	  means	   in	  the	  twenty-­‐first	  century.	  Hastings-­‐McFall’s	  career	  began	  with	  jewellery	   and	   body	   adornment	   pieces,	   which	   then	   evolved	   into	   mixed	   media	  objects	   and	   installation.	   	   She	   often	   uses	   items	   such	   as	   plastic	   fish	   soy	   sauce	  containers,	   synthetic	   lei	   flowers,	   road-­‐sign	  materials,	   chairs	   and	   lamps.	   Hastings	  says	  of	  the	  work,	  Dad’s	  Chair	  in	  Pasifika	  Styles	  “	  Through	  my	  work	  I	  investigate	  the	  similarities	  and	  differences	  between	  the	  two	  cultures	  that	  constitute	  my	  make-­‐up.	  I	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make	   work	   which	   speaks	   of	   the	   liminal	   spaces	   occupied	   by	   people	   of	   mixed	  heritage.”7	  	  
	  	  
(Fig. 20) Niki Hastings-McFall ‘Dads Chair’ Image Gwil Owen. 2006.	  	  
“Hastings-McFalls work incorporates complex subtexts that subvert their aesthetic 
visual appeal. Transporting functional and ceremonial adornment forms into 
contemporary gallery contexts, she often reworks scale and materials to create 
elaborate installations and infuse into them narratives relating to issues of cross-
cultural encounter, exchange, and transaction within the Pacific. For example, 
Past Currency 1997, a neckpiece composed of New Zealand two cent pieces, blue 
beads, and cut white shell, employs three form of monetary currency that are now 
obsolete.”	  8	  	  
This directly relates to Pacific Island forms of currency prior to colonisation such as 
toga (fine mat), siapo (bark cloth) and nautilus shells. These items were used regularly 
as a cross-cultural trade between the Pacific Islands and were a significant symbol of 
wealth and prosperity at important ceremonial exchanges such as inter-island marriages 
thereby forging allegiances between various island peoples. However by the mid 19th 
century colonial settlement had halted much of this transaction by introducing mass 
                                                
7 Niki Hastings-McFall “Dad’s Chair” In Pasifika Styles:Artists inside the Museum, edited by Rosanna Raymond and 
Amiria Salmond (University of Cambridgde Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology,2008).123 
8 Caroline Verco “The Many Faces of Paradise” in Paradise Now ?Contemporary Art from the Pacific.( David 
Bateman Ltd, 30 Tarndale Grove, Auckland, New Zealand, 2004).41  
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produced items such as blue beads and mirrors which then became more valuable to 
trade. 	  
Hastings-McFall’s Dangerous Curves (2001) investigates urban modes of navigation 
together with motifs found in Samoan tatau, siapo and weaving. In Seeing the Light 
(2008) she creates colourful synthetic lei flowers on light boxes –	   that relate to her 
“discovery that missionaries banning Samoan women from wearing flowers in their hair 
because it was seen to make them too attractive to the opposite sex.”9	  	  
McFall’s work is vibrant, humorous and dynamic. It engages and delights an audience 
whilst often relaying uncomfortable truths. She talks about meeting her Samoan family 
as an adult and feeling like she didn’t qualify as a Pacific Islander due to her European 
urban upbringing in New Zealand. She was initially uncomfortable with making work 
that references her Samoan heritage however she then goes on to make work that delves 
into both realities. This experience is common to many diasporic Samoans, including 
myself.  Her work brings into focus a gentle and interconnected way of looking at dual 
heritage as opposed to angst and disconnection.                       
 Lemi	  Ponifasio	   is	  an	  esteemed	  Samoan-­‐born	  choreographer,	   artist,	   visionary	  and	  also	   reluctant	   political	   activist	   based	   in	   New	   Zealand.	   He	   founded	   his	   dance	  company	  Mau	  in	  1995,	  the	  name	  of	  which	  derives	  from	  the	  peaceful	  and	  successful	  Samoan	   Mau	   movement	   for	   political	   independence	   during	   the	   German	   (1900-­‐1914)	   and	   then	  New	  Zealand’s	   (1914-­‐1962)	   colonial	   administration.	  Mau	  means	  opinion,	   testimony,	   to	   be	   decided	   and	   unwavering	   and	   this	   precisely	   defines	  Ponifasio	  uncompromising	  vision.	  	  	  His	  major	  work	  Watching	  Birds	  with	  Sky	  Mirrors,	  shown	  at	  Carriageworks	  in	  2013	  transported	  me	   into	   a	  monochromatic,	   beautiful,	   nightmarish	   ceremonial	   world.	  One	  where	  Samoan	  tataued	  male	  bodies	  fused	  with	  bird	  creatures	  became	  charged	  with	  movements	  relating	  to	  struggle.	  Women	  in	  full-­‐length	  black	  costumes	  –	  their	  eyes	   popping	  wide	   and	   knowing,	   are	   screeching	   as	   if	   to	  wake	   us	   up	   to	   the	   first	  signs	  of	  global	  warming	  on	  the	  drowning	  islands	  of	  Kiribas.	  Much	  of	  the	  movement	  depicts	   a	   torturous	   twisting	   slow	   motion	   with	   bodies	   disappearing	   into	   the	  darkness.	  Professor	  Albert	  Wendt	  states	  “His	  creations	  struggle	  to	  be	  born,	  to	  live	  and	  find	  their	  apt	  shapes,	  movement,	  and	  voices.	  And	  we	  recognise	  ourselves	  and	  our	  beginnings	  and	  our	  future	  in	  their	  indomitable,	  searching	  dance.”10	  	  
                                                
9 Niki Hastings-Mcfall – Tautai Contemporary Pacific Arts Trust,  
 
http://www.tautai.org/niki-hastings-mcfall/ [Accessed February 23 2014] 
10 Albert Wendt, ‘Culture Moves – Lemi Ponifasio’ http://www.hawaii.edu/cpis/dance/gallery/ponifasio.htm 
[Accessed June 30 2013] 
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(Fig. 21) Lemi Ponifasio -  MAU “Birds With Skymirrors, Lemi Ponifasio/”. Photo: Sebastian Bolesch, 
2013.	  Ponifasio	   does	   not	  work	  with	   traditionally	   trained	   dancers	   and	   prefers	   to	  work	  with	   real	   people	   in	   the	   community	   such	   as	   factory	   workers,	   youth	   who	   are	   in	  trouble	  with	  the	  law,	  artists,	  activists,	  thinkers	  and	  community	  leaders.	  Ponifasio’s	  visions	  are	  about	  our	  connection	  to	  the	  earth.	  Are	  we	  just	  greedy	  consumers	  caring	  only	  about	  what	  the	  earth	  can	  give	  us?	  What	  can	  we	  do?	  What	  are	  we	  doing?	  These	  are	   some	   of	   Ponifasio’s	   questions	   and	   he	   does	   not	   gift-­‐wrap	   them.	   They	   are	  uncomfortably	  served	  up	  whether	   it	  be	  concerns	  about	  absence	  of	  human	  rights,	  climate	   change	   and	   its	   effect	   on	   Pacific	   nations,	   or	   a	   response	   to	   the	   post	   9/11	  issues	  of	  terrorism,	  state	  power	  and	  law.	  Ponifasio’s	   work	   is	   utterly	   astounding,	   its	   ability	   to	   communicate	   ideas	   or	  geopolitical	   concerns	   through	   movement,	   costume,	   lighting,	   sound	   and	   set	   is	  remarkable	  and	  powerfully	  resonant.	  He	  creates	  a	  type	  of	  ritualized,	  cosmological	  space	   and	   demands	   that	  we	   face	   current	   ecological	   and	   social	   issues.	  His	   darkly	  liquid	  visions	  set	  the	  stage	  for	  endurance	  tests	  for	  both	  performers	  and	  audience	  It	  is	   this	   	   evocation	   of	   ceremony	   that	   I	   am	  putting	   at	   the	   centre	   of	  my	   installation	  practice..	  	  	  Tusiata	  Avia	  is	  an	  acclaimed	  poet-­‐performance	  artist	  of	  Samoan	  and	  New	  Zealand	  heritage	   born	   who	   currently	   resides	   in	   New	   Zealand/Aotearoa.	   Her	   work	  investigates	  the	  intersection	  between	  two	  cultures,	  identity,	  gender	  politics,	  abuse	  and	  power	  as	  well	  as	  interweaving	  mythology	  with	  contemporary	  thought.	  	  
Wild	  Dogs	  Under	  My	   Skirt	   (2004)	   Avia’s	   first	   published	   collection	   of	   poetry	   was	  developed	   from	   her	   one	   woman	   show	   of	   the	   same	   title	   premiered	   at	   Dunedin	  Fringe	   Festival	   in	   2002.	   Both her page and stage work are delivered in a direct, 
powerful and darkly humorous manner often conjuring up confronting realities of 
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incest/rape, violence and powerlessness as well as a reclaiming of feminine authority on 
what is generally seen as the male domain, particularly in Samoan culture.11 For 
example, in my opinion she delivers her stage work in a manner that is akin to the 
custom of Lauga (the art of oratory), which traditionally has been a part of the male 
matai’s (high chief) role.  Command of language and the ability to express meaning and 
opinion fluently is held in high regard in samoan society. Oratory is complex, formal 
and integral to the maintenance of the Samoan way of life. It confirms traditions yet 
must also look to how the future may be seen. 12  Avia assumes this role with 
commanding authenticity, sharp intellect and humour as she redefines her position as 
well as giving voice to the generally unheard and overlooked.  Avia asserts “ As 
Samoans we have – in my opinion – been rather slow in publicly acknowledging these 
problems, which are surrounded in shame. I suppose this one of the reasons why I find 
the need to give women, girls and children a voice in my work.”13  She takes a difficult 
path in speaking up yet I believe Avia’s supreme weapon in combating entanglement 
and invisibility is through her black humour.14  	  In	   Wild	   Dogs	   she	   references	   the	   malu,	   it	   starts	   with	   her	   desire	   to	   attain	   the	  customary	  woman’s	   tatau,	   yet	   she	   takes	   ownership	   of	   all	   aspects	   and	   offers	   the	  audience	  contradictory	  images	  of	  aggression,	  attraction,	  repulsion	  in	  this	  bantering	  riposte	  to	  victimhood.	  Avia	  both	  questions	  and	  assumes	  control	  of	  the	  notion	  that	  the	  tufuga	  	  retains	  ownership	  of	  the	  tatau	  on	  each	  person’s	  body.	  
 
 
 
 
I want my legs as sharp as dog’s teeth 
wild dogs 
wild Samoan dogs 
the mangy kind that bite strangers. 
 
I want my legs like octopus 
black octopus  
that catch rats and eat them. 
 
I even want my legs like centipedes 
the black ones 
that sting and swell for weeks. 
 
And when it’s done 
I want the tafuga 
                                                
11 Tusiata Avia, “Tusiata Avia and David Stavanger’ (2013), 
http://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/connect/podcast/tusiata-avia-and-david-
stavanger [Accessed  January 2014] 
 
12Sean Mallon, “Oratory” Samoan Art & Artists: O Measina a Samoa. (Hawaii: 
University of Hawaii Press, 2002) 131. 
 
13 Donna Tusiata Avia ‘interview by Renee Melchert Thorpe’ 
http://www.baliadvertiser.biz/articles/ubudwriters/2007/aug_1.html [Accessed February 
19, 2014.] 
14 ibid 
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to sit back and know they’re not his 
they never were15 	  
 Avia	  interweaves	  English	  with	  Samoan	  language	  as	  well	  a	  Samoan/English	  pidgin	  form,	  so	  that	  one	  gets	  a	  sense	  of	  different	  viewpoints	  interacting	  with	  one	  another.	  Whilst	  her	  work	  invokes	  both	  fa’asamoa	  and	  New	  Zealand	  perspectives	  –	  they	  also	  speak	   of	   universal	   realities.	   It	   both	   expertly	   illustrates	   the	   complexity	   of	   Pacific	  literature	  in	  its	  various	  forms	  as	  well	  as	  transgressing	  cultural	  beliefs	  and	  customs.	  Samoan	   author/poet	   Sia	   Figiel	   declares	   that	   “Tusiata’s	   poetry	   is	   quite	  revolutionary	  in	  the	  sense	  that,	  not	  only	  does	  it	  define	  the	  face	  of	  Pacific	  literature	  in	  New	  Zealand,	  but	  it	  redefines	  the	  face	  of	  New	  Zealand	  literature	  itself.”	  16	  	  It	  is	  the	  space	  of	  in-­‐between	  cultures,	  occupying	  two	  places	  at	  once,	  the	  liminal	  that	  gives	  many	  contemporary	  Samoan	  artists	  an	  ability	  to	  think	  about	  the	  world	  from	  greatly	  different	  world	  views.	  It	  is	  this	  that	  creates	  new	  ways	  of	  looking,	  seeing	  and	  understanding.	  
 
	  (Fig.	  22)	  Tusiata	  Avia.	  	  	  
                                                15	  Tusiata	  Avia,	  ‘Wild	  Dogs	  Under	  My	  Skirt’	  NZEPC	  NEW	  ZEALAND	  ELECTRONIC	  POETRY	  CENTRE.	  (http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/pasifika/avia6.asp)	  [Accessed	  January	  20,	  2014]	  
 
16 Tusiata Avia, http://nzpoetsonline.homestead.com/TA19.html [Accessed January 20, 
2014] 
 38 
Chapter(Four((
Process/Studio:( Emotional( and( Cultural( Perceptions( of( Life( and(
Death,(Family(and(Ritual.(
(
(This%chapter%describes%the%ritual%of%receiving%my%malu%in%Samoa%in%2014%as%well%as%aspects%of%my%studio%practice%and%how%these%two%processes%intersect%and%create%a%visual% interpretation% in% my% final% MFA% installation.% It% also% briefly% outlines% the%background% of% my% journey% to% Samoa% to% provide% a% context% to% the% project.% % It%describes%a%body%of%work%made%prior% to% travelling% to%Samoa%and%how% that%was%a%preparation% for% undergoing% the% tatau.% This% work% holds% within% it% emotional% and%cultural%perceptions%of%life%and%death,%family%and%ritual.%%It% will% show% how% the% acquisition% of% malu% and% my% imaginative% response% can% be%contained%by%the%Pacific%concept%‘Va’%as%described%by%Albert%Wendt:%
Important to the Samoan view of reality is the concept of Va or Wa in Maori and 
Japanese. Va is the space between, the betweenness, not empty space, not space that 
separates but space that relates, that holds separate entities and things together in the 
Unity-that-is-All, the space that is context, giving meaning to things. %The meanings 
change as the relationships/contexts change. % (We knew a little about semiotics 
before Saussure came along!) % A well-known Samoan expression is Ia teu le va. 
Cherish/nurse/care for the Va, the relationships. This is crucial in communal cultures 
that value group unity, more than individualism: who perceive the individual 
person/creature/thing in terms of group, in terms of va, relationships.1  In%many%ways%my%project%is%more%about%life%than%‘art’%per%se,%much%like%the%tufuga’s%perspective% of% his% tatauing% being% a%way% of% life.% Its% primary% purpose%was% to% give%impetus% to% establish% connections% with% my% Samoan% heritage% and% reclaim% my%SamoanMness% –% a% journey% of% reconciliation.% I% had% in% the% past% created% a% sealed%container% of% my% own% narrow% perceptions% regarding% tatau/malu% as% I% avoided%contact%with%any%Samoans,%both%%family%or%fellow%artists.%%Both%studio%practice%and%my% research% are% integral% in% transforming% the% woundedness% and% grief% from% a%number%of%past%situations:%the%exclusion%from%my%father’s%life%and%then%his%will%(this%exile%is%also%a%separation%from%Samoan%culture)%and%the%unsettledness%towards%my%Samoan%relatives%who%are%the%executors%of%that%will%M%into%a%space%of%reparation%and%meaningful% connection% to% family% on% both% sides.% This% has% resulted% in% a% literal%expression%of% Ia#teu#le#va.% % In%exploring% the%process%and%meaning%of% tatau/malu% I%look%at%how%those%meanings%can%be%used%in%contemporary%artistic%expression.(
(
I began this MFA project with the intention of going to Samoa early in second year, 
however when the time came I knew that was not possible emotionally or financially. 
So I safely researched from afar through books, exhibitions and the internet. I made 
work referencing Sia Figiel’s novel they who do not grieve about a Samoan 
grandmother with an unfinished malu –pe’a muku (unfinished tatau) that caused 
perpetual shame passed from generations to generation, mother to daughter.2 I thought 
about the weight, shape and colour of shame and from this book and other sources a 
                                                
1 Albert Wendt, Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body. Originally published in Span 42-43 (April-October 1996): 15-29. 
http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/wendt/tatauing.asp (Accessed September 15, 2013) 
 
2 Sia Figiel, They who do not grieve. (Random House Australia Pty Ltd, 2000) 
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substantial body of work was created; Love-Stretch, Long-Stretch, Solve et Coagula 
and Descent.#%
 Love Stretch, exhibited at Roslyn Oxley Gallery in 2012 explores the complex nature of 
the maternal relationship in a series of foetal-like blown glass forms suspended within 
black skin-thin sheer pantyhose from inverted metal hooks. The tensions that play 
between mother and child, love, connectedness and separation are the essence of this 
installation. The following series of questions indicate more closely my thoughts at the 
time and now in retrospect I see how this and the next work is laying the foundations 
for reconnecting with Samoan culture and receiving the malu - that which was missing. 
 
 
(Fig. 23) Love-Stretch, Cronies, Rosyln Oxley Gallery. 2012. 
 
Is it a burden? 
Is it longing? 
Is it everything I hold dear? 
Overgrown amniotic sac appendage. 
Familiar or foreign? 
It's foundation - a relationship... 
Dependency - despondent. 
Tension in between. 
Needing, yearning, hankering. 
Constant connection. 
Suspended horror - horror both ways. 
Voluntary incarceration - laceration. 
bending forever to hold my world. 
Love stretch - motherland. 
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Two important occasions initiated a process of va/teu la va thereby gradually changing 
my project. The first of these was an entry of work, Solve et Coagula about the death of 
my Samoan father, at Rookwood Cemetery Sculpture Award (a Sydney exhibition that 
asks artists to respond to death, history and remembrance) in October 2013. Slumps of 
thick-shaped, biomorphic, molten glass seeped over and inside a series of charred, 
truncated blackened wood forms. The hot glass itself had assumed and picked up an 
imprint memory of the wood grain, and when separated and cooled is laid back down 
over the standing forms.  Solve et Coagula is an alchemical term and methodology 
used to describe the transformation of base metals into gold. It literally means dissolve 
and bind or in terms of my work that something must be broken down, dissolved 
before it can then be reconstructed. It also intimates that the situation must be analysed 
before taking the useful components to build a new direction.  Making work about my 
late father has given me the opportunity to connect with him and have a new type of 
relationship. I see Solve et Coagula as a gift from him and a memorial to him that has 
and continues to open many lines of communication for my art practice. 
 
 
(Fig. 24) Solve et Coagula, Rookwood Cemetery, 2013. Image Cornel Robinson. 
 
 When I received the Rookwood Cemetery Sculpture Award for this work it seemed to 
mark a major transition as well as providing the means to pay for travel expenses.  I 
knew it was time to visit my father’s resting place in Samoa.  %
 
 
(Fig.25) Solve et Coagula, Rookwood Cemetery, 2013. Image Cornel Robinson 
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Secondly, my meeting with Leo Tanoi, as I spoke about in Chapter 2, ignited a 
significant shift for my MFA project. In talking with Tanoi, the first Samoan arts 
professional I had actually spoken with, broke a long self-imposed isolation from 
interacting with the Samoan community and the larger world of Pacific art practice. We 
talked about what it is to be a Samoan in its many diverse forms today, attaining the 
malu and making artwork in a Pacific diaspora context. In this conversation it was as if 
he gave me permission to claim my Samoan identity. This in turn motivated me to learn 
more about Samoa and to allow myself to acquire the malu. It also seemed to provide 
the initiative to make the following works in 2014, just before I journeyed to Samoa.  %
 In making the small stone forms, rather like fossils for Long-Stretch I inserted and 
trapped soot inside of molten glass, that then expands inside of hot glass and creates 
pockets of air - and when cooled the soot remains in its original dusty form. (The 
ancient malu inks used candle-nut soot.)  
 
 
(Fig.26) Long-Stretch, Sydney Contemporaries, SCA, 2014. Image Jacquie Manning 
 
The combination of materials: heavy translucent stones tautly suspended and straining 
downwards within sheer black pantyhose is ambiguous: feminine yet ballsy. They seem 
to be hanging about with nothing to do, inert and at the same time waiting and alert. 
Waiting for the guiding marks to be made apparent. In there for the long stretch. The 
idea is implicit that we are born with an internal ancestral imprint, which emerges 
externally on the body. 
 
Exhibited alongside Long-Stretch was Descent, made from a great mass of synthetic 
wool threads, almost a coagulation of bluish and reddish stuff, found at Reverse 
Garbage. It looked like a nervous system that had been stripped out of the body. Like 
one of Psyche’s tasks I had to unscramble these great bundles into long skeins. I needed 
to restore order, to find each thread. This 70 hour performance carried out with 
attendant friends was as much part of the work as the finished piece. I had selected the 
manhole site, 7 metres high in SCA gallery ceiling to hang this great woollen ancestral 
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lineage.  It fell in an avalanche of long tendrils into a convoluted heap down to the 
ground. In the middle of the blue-grey mass was a central core of red iron oxide. 
 
 
 
(Fig. 27) Descent, Sydney Contemporaries, SCA, 2014. Image Jacquie Manning 
 
 43 
 Immediately after installing this work, I travelled to New Zealand (my birth country), 
and Samoa.%%My%journey%to%Samoa%in%March%2014,%three%months%prior%to%the%conclusion%of%this%project%marked%a%profound%transformation%both%personally%and%creatively.%As%soon%as% I% arrived% I% went% to% see%my% Father’s% grave% on% our% ancestral% land’s% burial% site,%Ululoa,%for%the%first%time%since%he%died%over%nine%years%ago.%%
%(Fig.%28)%My%Dad’s%grave,%Ululoa,%2014.%%%Prior%to%this%visit%I%had%a%discussion%with%my%cousin’s%wife%and%her%daughter%who%both%have%a%malu,%about%acquiring%the%malu%in%Sydney%rather%than%Samoa,%they%then%persuaded%me% to% get% it%whilst% in% Samoa.%My% initial% reasons% for%wanting% the%malu%were% quite% instinctual% –% to% do% with% belonging,% identity,% to% connect% with% my%forebears%and%also%to%obtain%the%psychological%and%spiritual%protection%of%the%malu.%This%was%something%I%had%been%contemplating%for%a%few%years,%as%I%had%previously%been%given%permission%%to%do%so%by%my%Samoan%relatives.%%Here%I%will%describe%the%acquisition%of%malu%in%detail:%the%Tufuga%tatatau,%Su’a%Peter%Sulu’ape% instructed% me% to% bring% 10% yards% of% pure% cotton% lavalava% (sarong),% one%dozen% eggs,% turmeric% powder% and% coconut% oil.% He% stipulated% the% strict% protocols%that%must%be%adhered%to%when%receiving%the%malu.%The%recipient%must%not%enter%a%fale% (house)%without% a% lava% lava% on% M% I%wore%my%Grandmother’s% lava% lava% for% the%malu%–%for%protection%and%connection.%People%who%want%to%watch%must%come%inside%
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the% fale% and% sit% down.% They%must% not% stand% behind% tufuga%whilst% he% is% tatauing.%%Each%person%receiving%the%tatau%must%have%a%partner%who%is%also%getting%the%tatau%on%same%day%to%share%the%pain.%Strict%protocols%after%acquiring%the%malu%are%set%out%as% follows;% after% the% malu% is% completed% recipients% must% be% accompanied% at% all%times,%day%and%night,%for%two%days%to%protect%the%new%malu%and%in%order%to%ward%off%bad%spirits/energy% from%entering%a%healing%malu.%Recipients%must%sleep%on%a%mat%on%the%floor%for%two%nights%next%to%a% female%guardian.%They%must%not%reveal%malu%unless%dancing%the%traditional%Samoan%dance%–%siva%or%taulauga%or%flaunt%or%show%top%band%of%malu.%I%have%discussed%this%last%aspect%and%my%challenge%to%it%in%Chapter%2.%%The%tatau%tool%kit%consists%of%a%set%of%‘au%(tattoo%combs),%a%sausau%(wooden%mallet)%and% Sulu’ape% black% –% tatau% ink.% The% process% takes% three% hours% and% besides% the%tufuga% tatatau% Su’a% Peter% Sulu’ape,% two% skin% stretchers/assistants% were% present.%There% is%no%discussion%prior,%during%or%after% regarding% the%design.% It% is%primarily%the%tufuga’s%domain%to%decide%what%motifs%he%bestows%on%the%recipient,%it%is%at%once%a% gift% and% a% honorary% artwork% that% is% shared% between% tufuga% and% recipient% for% a%lifetime.%However% it% is% important%to%remember%that% the%motifs% themselves%belong%to%tufuga%and%his%family.%He%started%the%tatau%with%the%bottom%band%on%the%back%of%my% knee%with% an% au,% his% assistants% stretched%my% skin,%wiped% off% the% blood% along%with%excess%ink%and%fanned%the%flies%away.%After%he%finished%with%the%bottom%band%at%back%of%knee%he%worked%his%way%up%to%the%top%band%at%back%of%my%upper%thigh,%then%began%the%process%again%on%each%side%of%leg%and%then%on%front%of%leg,%finishing%with%eight%neat%symmetrical%columns%on%each%leg%that%are%bordered%with%a%band%at%each%end.%%
%(Fig.%29)%Ritual%of%Malu.%2014.%Image%Moira%Paul%
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%%%%An%excerpt%from%my%diary%gives%an%accurate%description%of%the%process:%the#first#leg#
went#well# in# terms# of# pain,# I# was# self5conscious# but# chatting# and# smiling#with#my#
family# who# were# sitting# around# me.# The# second# leg# was# an# entirely# different#
experience# –# a#world# of# pain# –# gone#was# the# self5consciousness,# I# didn’t# care#what#
anyone#thought#at#this#point,#just#trying#to#cope#with#the#pain#and#not#move#or#tense#
a#muscle,# praying# to#my#dad#and#nana# to#help#me#get# through# it.#My# cousin’s#wife#
laughingly# told# me# I# looked# like# I# was# in# labour# –# which# would# best# describe# the#
intensity# of# such# agony.# This# is# where# family# comes# fully# into# the# picture# offering#
words#of#comfort#and#support,#feeding#me#and#fanning#me.##In#the#last#half5hour#my#
body#went#into#shock,#the#tufuga#told#my#cousin#to#get#me#a#coke,#it#was#at#this#point#
the#tufuga#said#to#me# ‘hang#in#there’#which#was#the#only#thing#he#said#to#me#in#the#
entire# process# apart# from# telling#me#where# to# position#my# legs.# I# really# needed# to#
hear#that#and#one#of#his#helpers#stroked#the#bottom#of#my#foot#for#a#couple#of#seconds#
which#went#a# long#way.# # I# felt#as# if# I#was# losing#consciousness#and#then#I#heard#my#
family#say#this#is#the#last#line#to#go#–#best#thing#I’d#heard#ever!#%%
%(Fig.%30)%Ritual%of%Malu.%2014.%Image%Moira%Paul.%%At%the%conclusion%of%the%tatauing%process%my%niece%took%me%into%a%small%hut%off%to%the%side%of%the%fale,%she%washed%me%down%and%showed%me%how%to%massage%the%ink%into%my%skin.%I%was%then%led%back%into%the%fale%where%the%tufuga%anointed%me%with%a%mixture%of%coconut%oil%and%turmeric%powder,%he%rubbed%the%paste%into%my%arms%and%legs%for%healing.%Immediately%afterwards%he%cracked%open%an%egg%and%ate%the%yolk%whilst%he%let%the%white%of%it%run%on%to%my%scalp%symbolising%my%rebirth%into%a%new%life%as%a%Samoan%woman.%At%that%point%Sulu’ape%said%a%prayer%and%I%paid%him%for%the%
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malu.%For%the%next%two%days%and%nights%I%slept%on%a%woven%mat%on%the%floor%with%my%niece%next%to%me.%%The%collaborative%connection%between%Sulu’ape%and%myself%%–%the%‘va’%/teu%la%va%is%cemented%by%the%performance%of%bestowing%a%malu%on%my%body%and%for%the%rest%of%my% life% is% a%powerful% and% comprehensive%means%of% relationship% Mit% aligns%me%not%just%to%him%from%that%given%moment%but%with%both%our%ancestral%lineages%as%well%as%with% the% Samoan% community,% my% family% on% both% sides% and% all% future% and% past%relational%engagements.%%%Once% again% from% my% diary:% Receiving# the#malu# is# a# shared# experience# within# the#
family…#you#must#have#a#partner#getting#a#malu#or#pea#on#the#same#day#to#share#the#
pain,# I# was# paired# with# a# man# getting# a# pe’a.# Both# my# Samoan# family# and# the#
tufuga’s# family#were#present#and# I# could# see#his#wife,# baby#and# father#over# the# far#
side# of# the# fale# as# well# as# their# friends# coming# and# going,# hanging# out# making#
tatauing#tools#as#well#as# tourists#coming# in# to#watch.# It#was#a#normal# family#affair#
with#everyone#sharing#in#on#the#occasion,#helping#out,#being#supportive#and#following#
the#strict#formalities#of#the#ceremony#where#everyone#has#their#place#and#is#respectful#
of# traditional# and# present# day# protocols,# engaging# with# each# other# accordingly.#
There#is#no#‘I’#or#‘one’#in#Samoan#culture,#everything#is#shared.#%
%%(Fig.%31)%Ritual%of%malu%with%family%comforting/fanning%me%2014.%Image%Moira%Paul%%This%is%why%Wendt%connects%the%concept%of%Va/%teu%la%va%to%the%art%of%tatau/malu:%
So tatauing is part of everything else that is the people, the aiga, the village, the 
community, the environment, the atua, the cosmos…….. other art forms and the 
future because a tatau or a malu is for the rest of your life and when you die your 
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children will inherit its reputation and stories, your stories, stories about you and 
your relationships.3%%
I will now describe how my final work responds and interacts in an energetic dialogue 
with the ritual and meanings of malu. I approach my work in an intuitive way where 
there is an embryonic idea that insistently plays within my mind.  Donald Brook, an 
Australian art theorist has said that intuition is the result of prolonged tuition. Those 
almost unconscious inklings and glimmerings informed by years of studio practice lead 
to play/experimentation with materials and techniques alongside researching - reading, 
conversation, exhibitions and international travel. There is a conversation between 
myself and the work, where we take turns in leading, forming, re-forming and extending 
the idea.  The materials themselves have their own instructions, their own ideas. I also 
recognise that certain energies of force, endurance, punishment, obsession and 
discernment play themselves out- in this respect both the making of my work, the work 
itself and receiving the malu has alliances with performance art. In my studio practice 
there is an element, rather like undergoing the gruelling tatau process, of testing the 
limits, undergoing physical and psychological confrontations with materials and ideas.%GlassMblowing%can%be%seen%as%analogous%to%the%ritual%of%tatau%as%well%as%Va%in%that%it%is%a%collaborative%event,% it% is%repetitive%and%is%a%performance%of%skill%and%bravura.%Both%take%physical%strength%and%psychological%stamina.%In%making%my%work%I%need%a% partner% who% I% then% assist% to% make% their% work.% An% atmosphere% of% respect,%collaboration% and% trust% is% necessary.% In% taking% hold% of% the% molten% material% and%working% with% it% I% come% to% know% intimatelyM% its% properties,% its% strengths% and%weaknesses%as%well%as%its%dangers%and%loveliness.%%It%is%a%seductive%material.%Much%has% been% written% of% the% alchemical% processes% in% working% with% glass% M% the%transformation% of% % “base”% matter% into% something% precious.% This% transformative%process%is%duplicated%when%I%carve%and%sand%the%tree%trunks%found%in%Kurrajong%at%the% base% of% the% Blue%Mountains.% It% is% an% enjoyable% process% of% attending% to% every%little%dip,%bump,%grain%M%it%is%personal%and%loving.%It%can%also%be%brutal%with%the%use%of% chainsaws,% grinders,% chisels,% fumigation% and% blowtorches.% The% trunks% are%scarred% all% over% with% a% solid% black% tattoo.% The% forms% themselves% undergo% an%endurance% test.%Like% the% tatau% it%grounds%me% in%my%materiality,% in%my%body.% %The%work%and%the%body%are%one.%%%
%
                                                
3 Albert Wendt, Tatauing the Post-Colonial Body. Originally published in Span 42-43 (April-October 1996): 15-29. 
http://www.nzepc.auckland.ac.nz/authors/wendt/tatauing.asp (Accessed September 15, 2013) 
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%%(Fig%32%a,b)%Glass%blowing%shots%2011.%Photo:%Robyn%Backen.%%As%a%biMracial%and%biMcultural%woman%I%lead%a%double%life,%or%a%life%in%between,%that%%liminal%space,%an%ambiguous%state%(that%occurs%in%the%middle%of%rituals)%where%the%old% is%disintegrating%and% the%new% is%being% formed.%That%doubling% is%echoed%again%and%again%from%the%origins%of%the%conjoined%twins,%to%the%shared%ritual%of%tatau,%to%the%symmetry%of%each%identical%patterned%maluMed%leg,%to%the%design%that%is%at%once%beneath% skin% yet% seen% on% surface.% As% Juniper% Ellis%writer% of%Tattooing# the#World%eloquently%writes%in%reference%to%Samoan%tatau/malu:%%%
Tattoo can thus serve as both a transmission of and a challenge to 
differing forms of authority, in a double movement that 
encompasses the status of the designs; at once more than skin deep 
and marking the skin as a surface, the patterns remain both inside 
and outside the body. The figures by extension make visible 
subjectification, by which subjects claim and are claimed by the 
processes that reproduce culture. The basic schema of tattooing is 
thus definable as the exteriorisation of the interior which is 
simultaneously the interiorisation of the exterior.4%%The% final% installation% M% a% ceremonial% space% prepared% for% visitors/participants% M%consists% of% multiple% totemic% forms% referencing% the% female% body% but% indicating% a%superMhuman% aspect% with% their% elevated% heights.% The% central% sculpture% is% a%monument% to% the% female% atua% (spirit/goddesses)% Taema% and% Tiliafaiga% –% the%Siamese% twins%who%brought% the%art%of% tatauing% to%Samoa.%Protectively% flanked%by%eight% forms,% overflowing% and% shaded% with% delicate% inky% blueMfringing% they% are%evocative%of%ritualistic%head%dresses%used%for%celebrating%malu.% %They%also%conjure%upsideMdown% women% with% gowns% fallen% down% revealing% themselves,% displaying%their% upper% legs.% There% is% still% a% shadow% of% old% pains,% a% disembodiment% and%disassociation%but% it% is%held% in%check%with%a%bit%of%cheekiness%M%some%frivolity%and%lightness.%These%particular% sculptures%mark%a% significant%point%of%departure% from%earlier% work% in% their% materiality,% colour% and% weight.% The% blown,% light,% coloured%glass% replaces% the% solid,% clear,% bulky,% glass…% the%weighty,% hard,% charred,%wooden%bodies% are% now% sinuous,% drifting% with% layers% of% coloured% threads% however% the%female% bodily% forms% remain.% They% are% held% high% and% able% to% move.% The%accompanying%video%works%and%photographs%(documenting%aspects%of%the%project)%also% flow% through% the% space% revealing% realMlife% bodies.% The% endurance% tests% have%
                                                
4 Juniper Ellis, “Pacific Designs in Print & Skin: Tattooing The World” In Tatau and Malu, (Columbia University 
Press, 2008), 37. 
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been% completed% and% new% forms% are% revealed.% These% reveal% the% motifs% and% the%essence%of%malu%–%my%family.%%%
%(Fig%33)%Family%snap%in%Sydney,%2014.%By%Belinda%Johnstone%%
%
(Fig 34) Family snap in Samoa, 2014. By Fa’amu Paul 
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%(Fig%35)%Family%snap%in%Samoa.%2014.%%
%
 
(Fig 36) Solve et Coagula, Sculpture at the Vineyard (Winner), 2012. 
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(Fig 37) Cauter, Finalist Blake Prize 2013. 
 
 
(Fig 38) Cauter Series, Models for the Afterlife, Delmar Gallery, 2014.  
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(Fig 39) Progeny represented by Artereal, Sydney Contemporary, Carriageworks, 2013. 
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(Fig.40) Antiqua Ignis, Cessnock Regional Gallery, 2013. 
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(Fig 41) Love-Stretch 2, Willoughby sculpture finalist. 2013 
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(Fig. 42) Working shot, 2013. Photo: Charlotte Matheson. 
 
 
 
(Fig. 43) Working shot, 2011, Photo: Robyn Backen. 
 56 
 
 
(Fig. 44) Working shot, 2011, Photo:  Robyn Backen.  
 
 
 
 
 
(Fig. 45) I love hot glass!Working shot, 2011, Photo: Robyn Backen. 
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  Conclusion	  	  	  	  	  The	  ritual	  of	  malu	  has	  inaugurated	  me	  to	  my	  Samoan	  identity–	  it	  has	  allowed	  me	  to	  enter	  into	  a	  new	  and	  old	  world	  -­‐	  one	  that	  I	   inherited	  but	  was	  not	  familiar	  with.	  It	  connected	  me	  not	  just	  with	  my	  ancestral	  lineage	  and	  Samoan	  family	  but	  with	  both	  sides	  of	  family	  and	  with	  everybody	  in	  my	  life	  in	  a	  positive	  and	  harmonious	  sense	  –	  it	  has	  united	  me	  in	  a	  worldly	  sense	  -­‐	  Va.	  	  	  	  	  It	  is	  the	  space	  of	  in-­‐between	  cultures,	  occupying	  two	  places	  at	  once,	  the	  liminal	  that	  gives	  many	  contemporary	  Samoan	  artists	  an	  ability	  to	  think	  about	  the	  world	  from	  greatly	  different	  world	  views.	  It	  is	  this	  that	  creates	  new	  ways	  of	  looking,	  seeing	  and	  understanding.	  	  	  In	  connecting	  with	  my	  Samoan	  heritage,	  this	  work	  focuses	  on	  the	  ancient	  ritual	  of	  tattoo.	   That	   we	   are	   born	   with	   an	   ancestral	   imprint	   which	   is	   passed	   down	   from	  generation	  to	  generation.	  My	   work	   has	   since	   continued	   to	   be	   about	   family	   and	   the	   complexity	   of	   those	  relationships	   and	   the	   cycles	   of	   life.	   Its	   about	   the	   emotions	   of	   longing,	   connecting	  and	  subject.	  	  Transformation	  in,	  materiality	  and	  colour	  is	  a	  point	  of	  departure	  from	  previous	  work.	  From	  woundedness,	  weight	  and	  disconnection	  to	  joy,	  lightness	  and	  belonging	  as	  well	  as	  an	  introduction	  to	  colour	  replacing	  black	  and	  clear	  –	  reflecting	  perhaps	  a	  nuanced	  perspective	  as	  opposed	  to	  dualistic	  dreaming.	  My	  imaginative	  response	  to	  the	  process	  and	  meaning	  of	  malu	  is	  to	  do	  with	  connection,	  ritual,	  celebration	  of	  ink	  blue,	  protection,	  shade	  and	  family	  and	  transformation.	  	  A	  dynamic	  interplay	  between	  endurance	  and	  revelation	  create	  a	  situation	  where	  transformation	  takes	  place.	  In	  my	  studio	  work,	  especially	  when	  working	  the	  glass	  furnaces	  over	  the	  past	  years,	  this	  renewal	  has	  come	  as	  a	  result	  of	  hard	  physical	  labor	  -­‐	  tangling	  with	  fire	  and	  heavyweight	  materials.	  	  And	  like	  undergoing	  the	  inscriptions	  of	  tatau	  it	  seems	  that	  often	  a	  sacrifice	  must	  be	  made	  -­‐	  a	  submission	  to	  what	  the	  work	  demands.	  	  In	  this	  process	  I	  imbue	  my	  work	  with	  multiple	  meanings	  forging	  and	  carving	  out	  forms	  of	  power	  and	  courage.	  	  	  As	  Ponifasio	  says	  	  “Art	  can	  point	  us	  to	  or	  remind	  us	  of	  our	  ability	  to	  transform	  triumphantly	  without	  violence	  and	  pain.	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   Appendix	  	   Pese	  o	  le	  Tatau	  –	  Tattoo	  Samoa.	  	  This	  is	  the	  origin	  we	  know	  of	  the	  tattooing	  of	  the	  tatau	  in	  Samoa.	  	  A	  journey	  of	  two	  women,	  who	  swam	  from	  Fiji	  across	  the	  ocean.	  They	  brought	  the	  tattooing	  kit	  and	  their	  unchanging	  song	  that	  said	  woman	  were	  to	  be	  1tattooed	  and	  not	  the	  men.	  But	  the	  reason	  why	  men	  are	  tattooed	  is	  because	  their	  song	  went	  wrong.	  Reaching	  outside	  Falealupo,	  they	  saw	  a	  giant	  clam	  the	  women	  dived	  and	  changed	  their	  song	  to	  say	  the	  men	  were	  to	  be	  tattooed	  and	  not	  the	  women.	  Pity	  the	  poor	  youth	  now	  lying	  while	  the	  tufuga	  starts,	  alas	  he	  is	  crying	  loudly	  as	  the	  tattooing	  tool	  cuts	  cuts	  all	  over.	  Sole,	  sole,	  be	  brave	  this	  is	  the	  sport	  of	  male	  heirs	  despite	  the	  enormous	  pain	  afterwards	  you	  will	  swell	  with	  pride.	  	  Of	  all	  the	  countries	  in	  the	  Pacific,	  Samoa	  is	  the	  most	  famous.	  The	  sogaimiti	  walking	  towards	  you	  with	  his	  fa’aila	  glistening	  curved	  lines,	  motifs	  like	  ali,	  like	  centipedes,	  combs	  like	  wild	  bananas,	  like	  sigano	  and	  spearheads	  the	  greatest	  in	  the	  whole	  world.	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